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Donette Swain after climbing the Old Man of Stoer, a sea stack in western Scotland.
See her husband Todd Swain’s story about their climbers’ reunion trip on page 38.
TODD SWAIN
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Front cover photo: Mary Oliver reads to her dog, Percy.
© 2005 RACHEL GIESE BROWN

Back cover photo: A hiker climbs the stairs into the summit
shelter on Scotland’s Ben Nevis. Todd Swain explores climbing
lore, including ascents of Ben Nevis, starting on page 38.
LISA BALLARD

In This Issue
Tributes to Mary Oliver, 1935–2019

		10 Gifts · SANDY STOTT
		
13 Warming the Winter Hours · LUCILLE STOTT
		
15 Telling the Bees · PARKMAN HOWE
		
18 What Might Surprise Mary? · SANDRA SYLVIA NELSON
		20 Unraveling Lessons from Mary Oliver · SARAH AUDSLEY
		
24 Recitation: After Mary Oliver · TODD DAVIS
		
26 Nature’s Indefatigable Guide and On Hearing the News
· JOHN SMELCER
		
28 What We Have Learned · MAX STEPHAN
38 Scotland, the Climbing Way: Reconnections with hardy, brash, hilarious
mountain friends. · TODD SWAIN
Waterman Fund Essay Winners

		48 T
 he Dos and Don’ts of Trail Running in the Appalachian Mountains:
Written by a hairless bipedal alien who has learned when to take nature
seriously. · ALEX PICKENS
		54 V
 alley of the Bulls: “I have a red backpack. Is that a bad thing?”
· JENNY O’CONNELL
62 Encounters on Mount Willard: A subway seeker meets a mountain man.
· ELISSA ELY
66 A Week in the Wild at Medawisla: One night in the wild for each hour
he drove · DANIEL HUDON
78 Turning Back: A backcountry trip in Yellowstone tests a skier’s sense of
danger. · LISA BALLARD
84 A Line of Scouts: Personal history from Mead Base Camp in Center
Sandwich, New Hampshire. · WILLIAM GELLER
92 Ongoing: Action heals a wound. · SARAH RUTH BATES
		

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 5

10/28/19 1:39 PM

The Long Way Home

Waiting in Mary Oliver’s
Living Room

S

everal years ago, my brother-in-law Malcolm took me to
meet the poet Mary Oliver. He had refloored part of her house in
Provincetown. I was the new editor-in-chief of this journal, and we often
published her work. I felt the weight of my responsibility to continue
Appalachia’s distinguished and long history.
I did not edit Mary Oliver; the poetry editor did. Yet I felt proprietary on
behalf of my new office. I took along extra copies of the journal.
A tall man opened the door. Malcolm had told me this was a friend who
watched out for Mary, sometimes accompanying her to readings in far-off
places, a protective companion.
He was all that. He said, “Come in. Mary is upstairs, napping. She’ll be
down soon.”
He offered us beers—in midmorning, so I said no. Malcolm accepted.
He and the guardian sipped and joked. I can’t remember one thing they said.
Maybe I leaned toward the man in my earnestness, with my copies of the
journal as my calling card. I did remind him that we had been publishing
Mary Oliver’s poems for almost two decades.
I remember more the light from the western windows—big windows that
let in the bay. The water was so close. I was surprised she lived in town. I had
imagined Mary Oliver inhabiting a place like her poetry: a quiet woods path,
by a stream, birds nearby, a fox acting up.
We waited. They sipped. Mary did not come down. The friend offered
Malcolm another beer. In “Of Power and Time,” Mary had written that
the most disruptive interruptions a creative person battles come from
the self. Perhaps my unannounced arrival constituted a second worst.
Unlike Malcolm, I didn’t build floors. Waiting there, I felt awkward that I
wasn’t even her editor at the journal. I was not the editor who had written
to her originally. I suggested where we would place her lines on the pages.
I had transacted some administrative business concerning her poems.

6 Appalachia
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She wrote, “There is a notion
that creative people are absentminded, reckless, heedless of
social customs and obligations.
It is, hopefully, true. For they
are in another world altogether.
It is a world where the third self
is governor.”*
I sat there, gazing at the sea.
I had entered another world,
the world of embarrassed editor socializing with increasingly
tipsy gentlemen while the poet
remained upstairs. She was not
coming down. I knew that now.
A younger Mary Oliver and an
older me might have chatted. An
older, more confident me might
have invited her to write a prose Mary Oliver’s former house in Provincetown.
piece for us. But I was not that JOSEPH AND ANNA MELDAHL
person yet, that day. She had also
written that if she had an appointment with someone but was late, the waiting
person should rejoice. “Rejoice even more if I do not arrive at all.”
I did not feel like rejoicing, but I knew what to do next. I had come for my
own sake, and now I left, for her sake, hauling my brother-in-law out with me.
—Christine Woodside
Editor-in-Chief
					

* “Of Power and Time,” an essay in Oliver’s 2016 book, Upstream (Penguin).
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Tributes to Mary Oliver,
1935–2019
Sandy Stott
Lucille Stott
Parkman Howe
Sandra Sylvia Nelson
Sarah Audsley
Todd Davis
John Smelcer
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Mary Oliver (September 10, 1935–January 17, 2019)
was a poet known for her interpretations of the natural
world. She grew up in Maple Heights, Ohio, and
attended but did not graduate from Ohio State University
and Vassar College. As a teenager, she lived briefly in the home of
Edna St. Vincent Millay in Austerlitz, New York, where she helped
Millay’s family sort through the papers the poet left behind.
Oliver’s first collection of poems, No Voyage, and Other Poems
(J. M. Dent & Sons), was published in 1963. She went on to
publish many more collections of poetry. Oliver won the Pulitzer
Prize for Poetry in 1984 for her collection American Primitive
(Back Bay Books).
She contributed to Appalachia for three decades. Poems that she
sent first to this journal appear in her books, many of which
Beacon Press published. In the next five essays, we hear from two
former editors-in-chief—Sandy Stott, who first invited Oliver to
send us her work, and Lucille Stott, who worked with her here for
six years—and Parkman Howe, poetry editor, who worked and
corresponded with the poet for a baker’s dozen of years. The next
two essays come from a writer who found herself entertaining
Oliver one afternoon and a young writer who never met
Mary Oliver but, in the poet’s death, felt a great loss. Last are two
new poems dedicated to Oliver’s memory, by Todd Davis and
John Smelcer.
A red fox in the White Mountain National Forest, New Hampshire. Mary Oliver
imagined a fox’s inner thoughts in many of her poems. JONATHAN DANA
winter/spring 2020 9
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Gifts
Sandy Stott

I

n the winter of 1988, Mary Oliver came to Concord Academy,
where I was working as a teacher, as that year’s Hall Fellow, the annual
two-day, speaking and teaching engagement that honors the school’s
formative head, Elizabeth Hall. Some months earlier, Oliver had accepted
our invitation, a pinch-me moment. My favorite poet would be teaching and
reading at my school!
That feeling intensified when I was asked to introduce Oliver at the reading.
Her poem, “Sleeping in the Forest,” had captured—truly—my experiences
sleeping in woods and on mountains, and I began my introduction by citing
it. Oliver then rose to read . . . and began with “Sleeping in the Forest,” which
opens with these lines:
I thought the earth
remembered me, she
took me back so tenderly, arranging
her dark skirts, her pockets
full of lichens and seeds. I slept
as never before, a stone . . .

I felt blessed.
A year and some months later, my 41st birthday drew near. The school year
was underway, and I was immersed in it. Late in the day, I collected my mail,
which included a thick manila envelope. I glanced at the return address, and
my heart rate jumped. “Oliver,” it read, “Provincetown, MA.”
The saying goes that you don’t get to choose your parents; a corollary
might be this: You do get to choose your heroes. Should life and its choices
align just so, you may be lucky enough to find these two categories coalescing on occasion. The contents of this envelope announced one such occasion
once I’d learned how they had arrived for my birthday.

10 Appalachia
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Great Meadows National Wildlife Refuge in Concord, Massachusetts: the kind of subtle
natural landscape that inspired Mary Oliver. DAN STONE

Here’s what I found inside:
A note from Oliver wishing me a happy birthday and sketching out
the story of how she knew from my father that it was drawing near. The
envelope’s heft came from the second enclosure, a blue chapbook, Oliver’s
The Night Traveler. Another birthday greeting filled the blank first page:
“For Sandy Stott, With many good wishes for your birthday, 29th September
1989. Here is a poem I thought you would like—it will be in the next book.”
Across from that greeting, on the inside cover in black, handwritten ink, I
found a poem, “Some Questions You Might Ask.” It began, “Is the soul solid,
like iron? / Or is it tender and breakable, like / the wings of a moth in the beak of
an owl? / Who has it and who doesn’t? / I keep looking around me.”
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I looked around me. Mystery intensified.
How, I wondered, had my father found Oliver and persuaded her to
send on this perfect gift? The two people could not be more unalike—my
father, Fred Stott, extroverted and evident; Oliver, reclusive and quiet. Still, I
reflected, as I read on in the poem, neither shies from what is. Both ask hard
questions that invite the world in, and both feel plain lucky to be able to go
out often into its woods and wild lands.
“Does it have a shape? Like an iceberg? / Like the eye of a hummingbird?” I
read. “Why should I have it, and not the anteater / who loves her children? Why
should I have it, and not the camel? / Come to think of it, what about the maple
trees? . . . what about the grass?”
Still filled with questions, I reread my gift. It multiplied.
I sent on thanks, and a while later I wondered in a note if Oliver might
send us a poem for Appalachia. She would, and over time, her work became a
recurring high point in our journal’s pages. Each newly arrived poem or piece
of prose was a gift to be savored. Each gift took me back to that birthday,
reminding me that I was lucky in parents, wise in hero.

Sandy Stott was the editor-in-chief of Appalachia for ten years. He edits the
journal’s Accidents section and is the author of Critical Hours: Search and Rescue in
the White Mountains (University Press of New England, 2018).

12 Appalachia
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Warming the Winter Hours
Lucille Stott

A

bookmark has, for years, kept the page ready for my
returning. Lately, I’ve returned more frequently than usual. In her
collection of essays and prose poems, Winter Hours, published in 1999,
Mary Oliver saves the title essay for last. Although universal in its themes of
suffering and resilience, it feels today as if it had been written just for us, just
for now, and it never fails to awaken fresh resolve.
The essay is startling in that it casts hope not as Emily Dickinson’s “thing
with feathers” but rather as a feet-on-the ground warrior, fierce and rebellious:
In the winter I am writing about, there was much darkness. Darkness
of name, darkness of event, darkness of the light of reason. I would
speak here of the darkness of the world and the light of ________.
But I don’t know what to call it. Maybe hope. Maybe faith, but not
a shaped faith—only, say, a gesture, or a continuum of gestures. But
probably it is closer to hope, that is, more active and far messier than
faith must be. Faith, as I imagine it, is tensile, and cool, and has no
need of words. Hope, I know, is a fighter and a screamer.
I still recall my surprise, and my “aha” smile, when I read that last sentence. By
the time she wrote it, Mary had become a frequent contributor to Appalachia.
Over the years that I edited the journal, from 2000 to 2006, I knew her to
be kind, generous, and humble. We would laugh at her sometimes whimsical
use of commas, and I understood that I must remind the printer—every
time—that her line breaks were to be unfailingly honored, even if that meant
adjusting the typeface or leading. She was gentle in her manner, unyielding
in her art, shy with people, daring with words. Knowing those things allowed
me to see her unusual characterization of hope as perfectly suited to her
worldview. And, as I’d realized so often on reading her poetry and prose,
I knew she had gotten it right.
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Mary understood, perhaps too well, that in disruptive and disheartening
times, the temptation is to withdraw, to leave the fray and retreat into our
work, our routines, our selves. When I read this essay for the first time, I was
all too ready to do that. But her words jolted me out of that dark place and
kept me from sinking passively into some doughy mess of faux comfort:
Sometimes I think if I were just a little tougher made, I would go
altogether to the woods—to my work entirely, and solitude, a few
friends, books, my dogs, all things peaceful, ready for meditation and
industry—if for no other reason than to escape the heart-jamming
damages and discouragements of the world’s mean spirits. But, no use.
Even the most solitudinous of us is communal by habit, and indeed by
commitment to the bravest of our dreams, which is to make a moral
world. The whirlwind of human behavior is not to be set aside.
Although Mary claims that retreating into solitude would be the “tougher”
thing to do when cruel forces threaten, her choice—to commit, to confront,
to participate—demands much more of us. She doesn’t deny the pain we
endure—the grief, the despair—but she urges us to view “struggle and rising
as the real work of our lives.”
As I read and reread her words, I continue to find strength in Mary’s
insight. A warrior-poet, in her way, she found her weapons in love and nature.
If we’re brave enough to sustain hope ourselves, we’re smart enough to understand that it isn’t light and airy; it’s the armor we put on to face the day’s
battles, our own and the world’s. Although she is gone, Mary’s words will
forever keep reminding us that our only real choice is to fight on.

Lucille Stott was the editor-in-chief of Appalachia from 2000 to 2006 and remains
a contributing editor. She is the author of Saving Thoreau’s Birthplace: How Citizens
Rallied to Bring Henry Out of the Woods (TMC Books, 2018).
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Telling the Bees
Parkman Howe

W

hen I assumed the poetry editorship of A ppalachia in
the early winter of 1992, Mary Oliver had already submitted her first
prose poem, “The Gesture,” to the journal; it appeared that June. Her first
poem for us, “The Instant,” appeared in the next issue: a lyric about a fleeting
encounter with a small snake that fled in the time it took a heart, Mary’s
heart, to beat twice. During the first fourteen years of her association with
Appalachia, Sandy and Lucille Stott, former editors-in-chief, handled the
relationship with Mary, since they had initiated it.
Then, in 2006, came the fraught moment when Lucille Stott was stepping
down as editor, and I would have to deal with “Ms. Oliver,” winner of the
Pulitzer Prize and one of America’s most esteemed poets, myself. My first
letter to her asked for her approval of a biographical note that would appear
with her poem, “White Heron Rises over Blackwater.”
From then on, ranging from every six months to a year or so, a letter from
Provincetown, Massachusetts, addressed on a distinctive manual typewriter,
would magically appear in the mail, unsolicited. In all, Mary published 33
original pieces in Appalachia, plus a reprint of her “Going to Walden.” Most
were short lyrics about places, animals, birds; a few were prose poems. She
wrote two remarkable pieces for our “Encounters” series in 2004 and 2005:
“Bird” (for Encounters with Light), and “Walking Home from Pasture Pond”
(for Encounters with Silence).
Almost immediately, we fell into a correspondence—about weather,
houses, travels. She sent back my second letter with corrections of biographical
note marked. At the bottom, she added a note announcing the death of her
longtime partner, Molly Malone Cook, on August 26, 2005. In my letter, I
had offered to send some jars of honey from our four beehives in Carlisle,
Massachusetts. Mary had drawn an arrow beside the offer and written, “Oh,
yes!” Thus I became honey supplier to the Oliver household.
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Low tide off Cape Cod, a view Mary Oliver saw while working on her manual
typewriter. APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB/ART MORENZ

As I started shipping off 2-pound packages of honey to Mary, I began to
receive in return clippings of news stories about bees and recommendations
for reading, including The Honey Trail by Grace Pundyk (St. Martin’s Press,
2008). I always received a thank-you note for each shipment: “Oh, honey!
Yum and yum . . . gratitude.” And, “What a treat! It’s so dark, and rich, I
thought that could only happen later in the summer. . . .” Mary was also
aware of the darkening plight of bees across the country: “Oct. 1, 2009, Oh
poor bees, what will we do?”
One thank-you note, written on August 15, 2015, prefigured one of her
delightful prose poems about a black bear captured on Cape Cod, “Who
Cometh Here?” (December 2015):
Maybe you heard that a young black bear visited the Cape earlier this
summer—swam the canal, roved through every town including ours,
was seen at Wood End [Lighthouse] staring at the bay which I guess
he knew was not a canal, then wandered back, took out and no doubt

16 Appalachia
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enjoyed a hive in Wellfleet, then was given a ride out of town. Oh that
honey must have been so delicious to him! I am aware that I’m much
like that fellow—accept the honey, enjoy, and wander on without a
word. So this is my note of thanks, it is as usual so good.
Her thank-you notes took on the quality of short poems, as Mary’s life in
Provincetown gradually came to a close: “July 18, 2011. The honey is beautiful
(can what you eat be beautiful—yes!) and I thank you very much. . . . We are
fine down here [Florida], no lack of sweetness, but so very different!”
A few years later Mary was struck with cancer. She included a note with
her poem “Cross the Road” (December 2016): “Sometimes life surprises
you—after almost a year of chemo I am okay, but as tired as an old broom.”
On February 2, 2011, Mary sent the following query: “Did you ever hear of
that business that, when a death occurs, one is supposed to go out to the hives
and tell the bees? Whatever it means, it sounds like a wonderful thing to do.”
She is referring to the old New England custom, imported from England, of
draping beehives with black cloth and “telling them” when a beekeeper or
anyone in the household has died. The best-known version of the practice
remains John Greenleaf Whittier’s “Telling the Bees,” first published in the
Atlantic Monthly in 1858. In the ballad a young lover returns to the farmstead
of his beloved after a year’s absence. He notes that a “chore-girl” has draped
the hives with pieces of black cloth, and now she sings a melancholy song to
the bees. The speaker assumes that his beloved’s aged grandfather has “Gone
on the journey we all must go!” But no, the grandfather rests in the doorway,
his head on his cane. The chore-girl sings instead of the lover’s own beloved:
“Stay at home, pretty bees, fly not hence! / Mistress Mary is dead and gone!”
So, when I heard that our Mary had left us, I went to the bee yard, of
course, and told the bees that one of the wisest, sweetest souls of all our days
and lands had gone.

Parkman Howe is Appalachia’s longtime poetry editor.
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What Might Surprise Mary?
Sandra Sylvia Nelson

I

n 1989, my husband and I found our names on a schedule
saying we must entertain Mary Oliver one afternoon during her few days’
visit to the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. I was teaching and taking
graduate courses at the time. My husband and I didn’t know what to do with
her: not enough time to go fishing, no money to take her to a restaurant. I
called her and asked what she wanted to do. She said she was being fed right
before we got her, so we were to “surprise” her.
What might surprise Mary? We had no idea. We only knew her poems.
But we figured she might like a trip to our house in the heart of Milwaukee’s
highest-murder-rate zip code. We picked her up in our rusted-out pickup,
squeaking and rattling all the way to 18th and Vine. She was skinny, so she
climbed into the middle seat, usually reserved for children. I watched her
look out the windows at a different kind of wildlife than she was used to. We
drove past burned-out mattress springs used as fencing, porches balancing on
two knock-kneed pillars and dangling gutters with the drip. When we’d stop
at a light, the throbbing of music seemed to vibrate more rust off our quarter
panels. An old Maytag washer stood on the corner grassy lot as we turned
onto 18th. Mary took everything in without comment.
At the house I had prepared two “Mary Oliver pies”: an apple pie made
from fresh apples and a cherry made from canned cherries. She was indeed
surprised when I told her we were having “Mary Oliver pies” and coffee. I
showed her the pies with her name punched into the tops, the holes serving
as the vents. Then we told her stories about the neighborhood as well as about
our neighbors.
She was relaxed, never needing to rush her words. She laughed easily, as
if she were an old family member. She never made one critical remark about
our house or unmatched silverware. She loved her pies and commented favorably on the flaky crusts. I explained how to make flaky crusts and gave her
the recipes.

18 Appalachia
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We should have talked about writing. But writing is already doing the
talking, so why talk about talking? The pies, the coffee, and the bright afternoon sun warming us through were all we needed.

Sandra Sylvia Nelson has published widely, including in The Virginia Quarterly
Review, The Beloit Poetry Journal, Poetry Northwest, Yankee, Tar River, The North
American Review, The Iowa Review and its anthology Hard Choices, and Ms.

Unraveling Lessons from
Mary Oliver
Sarah Audsley

W

inter is long this year: Flurries test the locals into May;
the plow guy makes too many visits up and down our long dirt driveway; I gamble taking off my snow tires in late March; on a bad night driving
home after a shift at the restaurant, I nearly hit a birch tree fallen across the
road, its slim whiteness blending in with the snow curtain. On January 17,
2019, just home after graduating from my MFA program, two and a half years
of rigorous study and writing, I call my best friend and sob into the phone.
Mary Oliver has died; there is no consoling me. I pull all of her books off my
shelf, make a pile on the coffee table, light a candle, and hold vigil. A friend
comes over, and we read Mary Oliver’s poems out loud to each other, passing
numerous collections back and forth. Why do I feel this way? Never have I
felt this way about someone I never even met. . . . The candle doesn’t comfort,
but my friend, who presented me with my first collection, New and Selected,
Volume II, much loved and dog-eared but somehow misplaced in the many
moves from apartment to apartment throughout my 20s, says maybe Oliver
is reunited now with her dog, Percy. What I know for certain is this: I have
clung to Mary Oliver’s words; they have helped me get through rough times,
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provided solace. Isn’t that the best that poetry can do? The brutal realization
is there will never be another new poem from Mary Oliver, not one more
book—the available light in my hands is all that she has left us.
It took me a while to get here, but I know now I don’t doubt the deep
well and power of poetry, even after a memorable dinner, several years ago,
with academic types at a prominent university. Sitting at the table, feeling
inadequate and as if I don’t belong, others begin talking about poets and their
work. This is a typical conversation when a gaggle of poets gathers in any sort
of critical mass, often in various English departments across the country, or at
annual writers’ conferences. Everyone has an opinion on the latest poems and
books just out. Someone mentions Mary Oliver, and another scoffs, “Well . . .
her work doesn’t demand very much from the reader.” Everyone nods.
Tongue flustered and flabbergasted, I don’t know what to do or say.
Inside my head, questions swirl. The validity of the argument seems hollow,
especially when Mary Oliver’s work has meant so much to me, not to mention
to all of her thousands (millions?) of readers. At that precise moment I cannot
articulate what I understand now: Unequivocally and without hesitation, I
can say that I loved her. Perhaps the literati elite—to which she belonged
but stood outside of, even after winning many of the top poetry prizes—
should listen to some of her lessons again: “Attention without feeling is just
reporting. You need empathy. Reporting is for field guides. It’s not thought
provoking. Attention is the beginning of devotion.”1
As I have become more committed to my own writing practice, hoping for
a fruitful relationship with the blank page but more often than not coming
up against the hard wall of myself, I am beginning to understand more fully
how committed Mary Oliver was to her craft. Her greatest gift to me is
not her many volumes, to which I return frequently, a succor of carefully
chosen words and lines, but it is her gift of the exemplary way she lived and
sustained a writing practice over the course of a lifetime, which demonstrates
to any aspiring poet what might be possible. The possibility of this thing,
this pursuit of living a life centered around art, seeing, and paying attention.
Still unraveling her many lessons, I rediscover the only thing she desired to
arrive at, at the end of her life, was the feeling that “I was a bride married to
amazement. / I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms.”2 The
question remains: What is possible?
1 “Mary Oliver: Listening to the World,” interview by Krista Tippett in On Being, February 5,
2015, https://onbeing.org/programs/mary-oliver-listening-to-the-world-jan2019/.
2 Mary Oliver, “When Death Comes,” New & Selected Poems: Volume One (Boston, MA:
Beacon Press, 1992).
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May snow in New Hampshire’s Franconia Notch: In the long winter of 2019, Sarah
Audsley considered Mary Oliver’s committed writing practice. SARAH AUDSLEY

At my desk, I’m flipping through my Mary Oliver library looking for her
poem, the one that rises to the surface of my memory, about a speaker who
receives a seed found in bear scat from a friend who knew she would admire
it. Perhaps the friend never suspected just how much. The speaker takes the
seed home and swallows it; lets what passed through a bear also pass through
her. I cannot find the poem. I text my friend, who can’t remember it, and I
am agitated, pacing the room. Did I dream this poem? It represents such a
striking confessional moment, a taking of an object from the natural world
inside oneself, that even having read it years ago, its mystery, its strangeness,
and the quality of the speaker telling me something about herself, some truth,
preoccupies me. Finally, after desperately searching for it—this poem feels
like the key to unlocking this very piece I have been asked to write—I find
it in Swan (Beacon Press, 2010). The lines seem sparser than I remember, but
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the affecting nature of the idea, and this moment of clarity Oliver captures,
still strikes me as representative of how she strived to practice “living an
examined life.”3
I took it home
and did what I supposed
he was sure I would do—
I ate it,
thinking
how it had traveled
through that rough
and holy body.
It was crisp and sweet.4
In a rare interview, Mary Oliver professed, “I wanted the ‘I’ to be the possible
reader rather than about myself. It was about an experience that happened to
be mine, but could well have been anybody else’s. . . . It enjoined the reader
with the experience of the poem.”5 Listening to these words, especially after
her death, validates my attraction to poetry that employs clear, fully embodied speakers.
In my own work, I am considering how to carefully craft the “I” in poems
for my first poetry collection. As a Korean American transracial adoptee,
raised in rural Vermont, now making my home and a living in northern
New England, I look different and navigate questions from strangers asking
where I am from, among many other assumptions and stereotypes. The extent
to which I experience internalized racism is still something I am coming to
terms with. It is like awaking slowly from a deep sleep, where the dream is just
below the surface, just out of reach and unobtainable in the fully conscious
state.
3 “The unexamined life is not worth living,” has been attributed to Socrates.
4 Mary Oliver, “Tom Dancer’s Gift of a Whitebark Pine Cone,” Swan (Boston, MA: Beacon
Press, 2010).
5 From On Being interview with Mary Oliver, by Krista Tippett.
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Turning to Mary Oliver’s poems has always reminded me that where I am
from and where I belong is walking in the woods, roaming in the mountains,
swimming in the lakes and streams. (The woods do not speak the vernacular
of microaggressions.) Mary Oliver taught me that rambling in the woods
is working. She taught me, “Joy is not made to be a crumb.”6 The lessons I
learned from Mary Oliver’s life, and work, continue to be touchstones that
I will hold on to tightly when I doubt myself as a poet, and as a person. I
imagine letting them pass through me, internalizing her gifts, and letting
the next poem, the one that has yet to be written, arrive like a seed passing
through the body.

Sarah Audsley currently lives and works at the Vermont Studio Center and
previously lived in New Hampshire’s White Mountains region. She published poetry
in Alpinist 65 and received a residency at the Banff Centre Writing Studio. She holds
a degree in poetry from the MFA Program for Writers at Warren Wilson College in
North Carolina.

6 Mary Oliver, “Don’t Hesitate,” Swan (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2010).

winter/spring 2020 23

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 23

10/28/19 1:39 PM

Recitation
After Mary Oliver
April sun
melts the last snow,
warms what flows
upward, outward,
teasing buds
from the ends
of limbs.
Ivory-colored sacs
filled with eggs
float toward
the surface
of a vernal
pond.
Maple blossoms
pink the sides
of the mountain,
and soon serviceberry
will white the hollows.
At dusk we walk
to the edge
of the alder swamp
where frog song
envelops us.
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For a moment
our presence
silences the wood
frogs, spring peepers,
even the water
that flows endlessly
toward the river.
I think of you,
your voice
disappearing.
When the frogs chorus
again, in the green
leaves of a black
willow the shape
of a heron tries to land.
Watching the bird’s
spindly legs and broad
wings walk the air,
you ask what it means
to perch, to hold
still for a time,
then fly away?
		

Todd Davis

Todd Davis, a frequent contributor to Appalachia over the past decade, is the author
of six books of poetry, most recently Native Species (2019) and Winterkill (2016), both
published by Michigan State University Press. He teaches environmental studies at
Pennsylvania State University’s Altoona College.
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Nature’s Indefatigable
Guide
John Smelcer

I

got to know Mary Oliver through A ppal achi a . Over many
years and issues, we were among the journal’s staple of poets. For a
quarter of a century, I had been poetry editor at Rosebud magazine. I thought
our readers would love to read Mary’s poetry, so I asked Parkman Howe,
Appalachia’s longtime poetry editor, if he’d help me reach out to Mary. He
kindly obliged, rightly asking me to keep her address confidential. Although
Mary did not respond to my invitation in writing (I’m not sure she was
writing to anyone in the last year or two), we did have a couple of phone
conversations in which she thanked me for my invitation and promised to
send me some poems for Rosebud—poems that never materialized. I have
learned that her health was declining and that she was in no condition to
fulfill her promise.
During the time I was communicating with Mary Oliver, I began teaching
an online course called “Poetry for Inspiration and Well-Being.” The course is
offered through the Charter for Compassion, a global nonprofit founded by
Karen Armstrong in 2008. In addition to compassion, Charter advocates for
religious tolerance, discourse, nonviolence, well-being, and environmental
stewardship. Hundreds of students from as many as 30 or 40 countries enroll
in the course, which I teach in the spring and fall. I should point out that
most of the students in the class are women. I cite Mary’s poem “The Uses
of Sorrow” in the course. Invariably, Mary’s name comes up in discussions
more often than any other poet, maybe with the exception of Robert Frost. It
is clear to me from student comments that Mary’s poetry touched countless
hearts and lives around the world. We poets should all be so lucky.
Poet Maxine Kumin once wrote that Mary Oliver was an “indefatigable
guide to the natural world.” I like to think that, on learning the news of her
passing, the natural world mourned the loss.
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On Hearing the News
for Mary Oliver
Tonight I hear wolves howl sadly
from a dark mountain.
The blue river, gathering shadows,
flows swiftly through the starry night.
Listening to the windy pines
I know I am not alone in my sorrow.
John Smelcer

John Smelcer is the author of more than 50 books, including ten books of
poetry. His most recent poetry collection is Raven, a project he began in 1997 with
Ted Hughes.
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What We Have Learned
Mary Oliver’s unconventionality
Max Stephan

T

he year was 1994—late January, strolling through the
university bookstore, not too enthusiastic about guessing how much
the semester’s texts would end up costing this time. That day—so long ago,
I cannot remember which courses I was taking, nor how many books I had
stacked in my arms. What I do remember, quite vividly in fact, is how one
specific book caught my attention: American Primitive, a collection of poems
by Mary Oliver.
The cover was lurid, dark: a blurred, black and white image of a forest
alongside what appears to be a frozen, backwoods pond surrounded by barren trunks and leafless limbs, some drooping, others broken. No doubt:
The image was creepy. I cannot recall if it was the cover that initially drew
me toward the book, since it wasn’t among the required texts for any of the
courses I was taking, but as I paged through, what I found were poems about
dancing snakes, mushrooms and moles, a stillborn kitten, trees on a hospital
lawn, bobcats, bears, and bats—not what I had expected from the cover’s
cryptic image. Even more surprising, the words were common, none too
fancy or ornate, but each line carried weight: heavy, genuine, and tangible.
After a few minutes, I took another quick look at the cover to see if I
recognized the poet’s name but, at that time, nothing clicked. The cost: $7.95.
Most of the other texts I held sported price tags of $50 or more. “What the
hell—why not?” I mumbled to myself as I added it to the stack.
In retrospect, I can identify that split-second decision as one of the
fundamental, if not fate-driven, turning points in my academic career.
Twenty-five years later, almost to the day, news began to spread of the
passing of Oliver—the poet whom I had discovered by chance, the voice
that had become the core of my academic research. Reflections and praise
honoring her work and accomplishments were heard around the world on
January 17, 2019.
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A red-tailed hawk on a fence post. APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB/DENISE HURT

Sitting at my desk, looking out the window, I began to muse: well over
1,000 poems in more than 20 books, the ways in which her work had changed
over time, the topics she addressed and rejected. So, so much.
When I started to write this essay, I thought about concentrating
on lines from poems that most have read: those printed on posters, sold in gift
shops, selected for anthologies. I could have recited the basic words of praise
voiced about “Wild Geese” or dug deeper into the true meaning of “Rice.”
But such are the poems the world already knows.
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Yes—Oliver wrote about deer and dreams, fish and fall, rage, devoted
love, and her dogs. She spoke of all forms of life: both flora and fauna, never
too scientific, and not once identifying cells by genus and species. She let
the reader make the connection—or not—with as much as they knew and
understood about the snake or sparrow, vulture or violet, and she never
attempted to boost her image with proof of knowledge. Oliver kept her
messages simple and clear, a method and style that some critics took as a
weakness. The undecorated phrases and clarity she embraced were part of
what made Oliver’s writing stand independently.
When I first began studying Oliver’s poems for graduate work in the late
1990s, I stumbled into an obscure field of poetic research. For the past twenty
years, I have been collecting and documenting Oliver’s work. What originated as merely a detailed database listing each piece of work and where it
had first appeared in print evolved into a category of poetic research known
as genetic criticism. As my gathering of original journal publications swelled,
I intensified my attention to detail and began to sift out discoveries—some
minuscule, others dramatic.
Genetic criticism can be compared to investigative work: digging deep
into early publications, drafts, or notes (if found), and inspecting the rounds
of editing that led to later publications or prints. All too often, scholars look
no further than the latest print edition. But, my friends, one finds secrecy
and concealed splendor in poetry when discovering what waits to be found:
everything from evidence of how a poem or theme had evolved before its
latest print, to poems published in journals but deemed unfit for a book or
anthology. This is where the truth of a poet awaits. What I had unearthed
from dusty shelves tells much of Oliver’s progress over time.
Vital windows to critical moments in a young poet’s life can be unveiled
when examining earlier, lesser-known work. In 1956 and 1957, three of Oliver’s earliest poems (“Hawks at Task,” “The Rabbit,” and “The Punishment”)
appeared in three separate issues of Vassar Review, a student-run literary journal funded by Vassar College. Of the three poems, only one appeared in Oliver’s first collection, No Voyage and Other Poems, published in 1963. Although
Oliver has labeled most of her earlier writing as “derivative work,” little conjecture is necessary to hypothesize its weight and representation.
Close examination of these poems reveals early traces of identity and
self-discovery interwoven with developmental verse—poems remarkably
symbolic of the challenges she faced throughout her life: the ways in which
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Oliver’s actions and words confronted and challenged the barriers of gender
and sexual identity in the late 1950s. Imagine the young woman crafting these
lines: “The taste of blood upon the tongue / Might make rare music, were
it sung, — / But murder in the feathered heart / So sets the criminal apart”
(“Hawks at Task”). There is nothing soft in the images portrayed. Although
the poem follows numerous traditional regulations, including the iambic
beat, first-word capitalization, and a couplet rhyme scheme, the subject matter was unconventional for women at that time. Published more than half a
century ago, and a quarter of a century before Oliver’s emergence in 1984 as
the recipient of the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, each of these poems clench premature, fragmented traces of Oliver’s hallmark voice.
The word fragmented is key. Oliver tested various forms and subject matter
for nearly two decades. During 1977 and 1978, however, significant changes
began to appear in her work, a sudden metamorphosis not only of style and
genre but also of theme. Although she had experimented with numerous
fauna images, at that time the creature on which Oliver seemed fixated was
the bear. Discursive investigation reveals that, by using the image of the bear
in verse, Oliver unveils a revolutionary emergence in gender identity parallel
to the budding of her voice and work.
Oliver’s bear poems evolved from the mid-1970s on through the late 1980s.
The inception of the bear can be traced back to the poem “Bears on the Massachusetts Turnpike,” published in Yankee magazine in 1974. Through this
rather simplistic and informative narrative, the reader can question commercial development and its intrusion in nature while simultaneously appreciating modern construction’s attempts at accommodating wildlife. “The bear” is
vaguely defined, if not overtly generic. The creature is “fattened by berries,”
“near-sighted, peaceful, [and] sleepy.” The poem focuses more on coexistence,
describing men as those who love “no thing / So much as sitting down / In
tavern.” Both the subject and object are plural (“men” and “bears”), with
bears addressed androgynously, with no emphasis on traditional or untraditional gender characteristics.
During the following two years, Oliver wrote several additional poems
based on the bear, including “The Bear” and “The Truro Bear”; however,
“Winter Sleep” represents a crucial shift in the image and representation of
the bear, revealing details told through the bear’s personified features, actions,
and reflections. By 1977, new perspectives of the bear emerged. “Winter
Sleep,” first published in Poetry Northwest, offers an image of the bear both
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tantalizing and telling. Contrary to earlier work, the bear’s sex was unquestionably female. Using the title the “she-bear,” Oliver’s strengthening voice
ventured bold steps in untouched territory. The poem begins:
If I could I would
Go down to winter with the drowsy she-bear,
Crawl with her under the hillside
And lie with her, cradled. Like two souls
In a patchwork bed —

And with lines 20–25, the poem concludes:
We would sleep and dream.
We would wake and tell
How we longed for spring.
Smiles on our faces, limbs around each other,
We would turn and turn
Until we heard our lips in unison sighing.

If read independently, lines 23 to 25 offer an erotic ambiance. And if
substituting the bear with one’s partner, such sincerity is quite telling. When
hypothesizing the dramatic changes that had taken place during this critical
period in Oliver’s career, evidence is in the text: Oliver had faced conflicting views on sexual representation, hence the sex and gender represented in
her work.
Surprisingly, minimal literary criticism of Oliver’s work exists; in the
1980s, other than a handful of reviews, there was close to none. To date,
Oliver remains a critically undervalued poet.
In 1994, Vicki Graham took an unprecedented step forward in the
literary criticism of Oliver. In her essay, “Into the Body of Another: Mary
Oliver and the Poetics of Becoming Other,” Graham theorizes Oliver’s act of
becoming one with nature as an ability to “not just . . . cross the boundaries
between ourselves and others, but to be divided within ourselves.” Graham’s
theory bases nature—and nature alone—as the Other. Though I agree with
Graham’s belief that one’s “identity is multiple and the boundaries of the self
are unstable,” a critical fissure exists in Graham’s interpretation of Oliver’s
gender identity and the methods through which her identity is revealed.
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Contrary to Graham’s theory that Oliver “loses” herself by becoming what
is nonhuman—whether that’s a bear, whale, tree, or violet—I firmly believe
that the transcendence of becoming another represents, if not unveils, Oliver’s
true self. Through the bear, Oliver’s sexual identity is not lost but found and
praised. Oliver becomes the bear and presents her sexuality to the reader. She
symbolically announces and establishes her beliefs, pleasures, and desires.
The image of the she-bear continued to appear in poems through the
1980s. Through the she-bear, Oliver celebrated specific events and actions,
ranging from images of conception and giving birth to nurturing and feeding a cub (child). Likewise, she left the male bear unidentified or secondary.
Ultimately, she praised features, traits, and characteristics she found feminine
and idyllic.
In contrast to her earlier work and before the publication of Twelve Moons
(1979), Oliver decided to abandon the narrative as well as personal references.
She opted to vacate the “self-examination” of her earlier poems, in which she
questioned sexuality and sexual identity. She substituted sexual identity with
symbolism and mystic imagery of nature and the wild, as if coming out with
the assistance and guidance of various flora and fauna, such as the bear, the
sensual taste of honey in the beehive, sleeping in the den, and so forth. At
this point, Oliver adopted nature not solely as the core of her work but as a
method of representing sensitive matters. Oliver’s fresh voice began to emerge
well-defined and self-directed.
Writers often break from their norms. In 1999, I read Oliver’s short
essay, “Building the House,” a brief muse on her attempt to build a small
cabin in backwoods Massachusetts. She had tried to show the importance of
learning traditional construction methods when building from scratch. Her
reflection on the “hows” and “whys” of piecing together a building emphasized how much she learned from a hands-on experience. The “house” ended
up being more of a small cabin, but she accomplished her goals, both mentally and physically.
Oliver’s choice to build a new structure required planning, and it carried surprises. Blueprint set, hammer in hand, connect the Legos as directed.
Oliver talked about the obstacles she confronted, most of which she had not
unexpected. She learned how not to violate state or town laws and to keep
neighbors’ rights in mind.
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The essay drew me back to a poem Oliver had written in the early 1970s,
“New England Houses.” The poem speaks of aging tradesmen and carpenters,
their traditional methods, hands-on work, and fear of change. Oliver writes
that the carpenters were “happiest at [their] tasks of wood, / Shaped and
hammered like disciples of time” who “drove the nails in straight and deep, /
Pounding for love and a kind of salvation.” But she reveals fear, if not anxiety,
soon after: “‘Now,’ said the carpenters, ‘the world / has changed.’”
The narrative was a staple in Oliver’s earlier work—not necessarily poetry
of witness revealing human pain, but vision publicizing personal experiences
as a child and young woman. Third-party subjects were common, but images
of family were stronger. Oliver’s first three books of poetry—No Voyage and
Other Poems (J.M. Dent, 1963 and Houghton Mifflin, 1965); The River Styx,
Ohio, and Other Poems (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1972); and Twelve Moons
(Little, Brown, 1979)—as well as her first chapbook, The Night Traveler (Bits
Press, 1978), all include poems about Oliver’s childhood, family, and the rural
Appalachian community in which she grew up.
Oliver’s lyric poems, at times intimate, speak of memories and reflections,
both with and without family. “After My Grandfather’s Death: A Poem of the
China Clock” and “The Grandmothers” provide images of the lifestyle Oliver
knew as child. “The Grandmothers” opens with: “They moved like rivers in
their mended stockings, / Their skirts, their buns, their bodies grown / Round
as trees.” Later, a mix of memory and emotion expose the differences between
generations, remembering “their hands, swollen and hard as wood.”
From the early 1960s on through the late 1970s, kin were common in
Oliver’s poems. In “Strawberry Moon,” Oliver speaks of her great-aunt; in
“Dreams,” she references her two great-uncles who got lost in Colorado. She
talks about her Aunt Elsie and Uncle William in “Aunt Elsie’s Night Music.”
She writes of her mother as a widow in “The Black Walnut Tree.” Oliver’s
poems about her father dig deepest into memories kept quiet for decades. In
the chapbook The Night Traveler, “Ice” remembers Oliver’s father in his last
winter, when he had made “ice-grips for shoes / Out of strips of inner tube
and scrap metal” and how he “wrapped and mailed / A dozen pairs to me in
the easy snows / Of Massachusetts, and a dozen / To my sister, in California.”
Later in the poem, after Oliver’s father passes away, the meaning behind the
previous winter’s gifts is revealed: “the giving was an asking / a petition.”
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Following the publication of “Ice,” Oliver published only one additional
poem about her father, “Poem for My Father’s Ghost,” unofficially letting go
of narrative family images.
Change is constant, never ending. Change cannot be avoided—altered,
modified, but not stopped. Oliver’s poems went through numerous changes
over time. The bold, revealing words of the late 1970s and early 1980s gave
way to the prose poem, poems of redemption, poems of lost love, and poems
of genuine kindness. While researching and collecting Oliver’s work, I was
able to identify such changes firsthand. Much of her writing first appeared in
more than 100 newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals over the span of
60 years. She published in the Paris Review, Orion, Ploughshares, and Prairie
Schooner. Most journals had the privilege of publishing her work multiple
times. Poems in ten different issues of The American Scholar stretched from
1963 through 2003. Her work appeared in 15 issues of Poetry and 25 issues of the
Amicus Journal/on Earth. But the one journal that has published the highest
number of Oliver’s poems is Appalachia. In more than 30 issues spanning 27
years, Oliver’s poetry has been a staple in the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
journal—an accomplishment that no other literary journal will ever surpass.
Oliver’s first poems to appear in Appalachia were “The Gesture” and “The
Instant,” both published in 1992 (June 15 and December 15) when Sandy Stott
was editor-in-chief. From 1992 on, Oliver’s writing appeared in nearly every
issue. These poems ranged from those about her dogs (“The Dog Has Run
Off Again”) to more personal reflections (“From this River, When I Was a
Child, I Used to Drink”).
As the last sentence of Mary Oliver’s life ended on January 17, 2019,
people around the world suffered multiple levels of sorrow. Suddenly
realizing that no new poems or essays would be surprising any readers when
paging through the latest issue of Appalachia or Michigan Quarterly Review,
I felt disappointment mixed with grief. But it did not take long to grasp
how far Oliver’s accomplishments outweigh the work of most of America’s
contemporary poets. The number and scope of poems published, the
obstacles she had overcome, awards received, and praise voiced regularly are
all aspirations for other poets and writers.
In closing, a short excerpt from Oliver’s prose poem “I Have Decided” (in
A Thousand Mornings, Penguin Press, 2012) says it best:
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I have decided to find myself a home in the mountains, somewhere
high up where one learns to live peacefully in the cold and the silence.
It’s said that in such a place certain revelations may be discovered. That
what the spirit reaches for may be eventually felt, if not exactly understood. Slowly, no doubt. I’m not talking about a vacation.
Mary, what you have created through the years will never halt its inspiration,
wonder, and reflection. Your volumes of verse will continue to enlighten those
with a love for the wild, just as much as those wild about love: love for one
another, love for wonder, love for faith. We know that every second of every
day, your soul is at peace in the very same mountains you once envisioned,
forever watching the sun rise, hiking in the pinewoods, counting the maple
leaves, tasting the joy of honey, and loving everyone and everything around
you. In your absence, the world has changed again.

For the past 20 years, Max Stephan has been conducting the most comprehensive
textual criticism of Mary Oliver to date: a systematic archaeological gathering of
Oliver’s work, followed by an archival process of documenting and analyzing
publications as far back as the 1950s. Stephan’s ever-growing compilation of more
than 500 artifacts is one of the largest private collections of its kind nationwide. In
addition to Appalachia, Stephan’s writing has appeared in a wide range of publications,
stretching from The Christian Science Monitor to Cimarron Review. He teaches at
Niagara University, specializing in contemporary American poetry. Learn more about
his work at maxstephan.net.

36 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 36

10/28/19 1:39 PM

Last Day of December: Banff, 2017
Dear Ones‚ I had resigned myself
to the company of trees, lively and burdened
by the weight of eight inches of snow,
the sap-cracking cold of thirty below,
lifting their heavy branches even so
into a greening sun — the hill too steep
and littered by windfalls to view
the mule deer that come at noon rest —
but as I stepped out, a bundle of wool,
into the waning day, I saw the young one,
half-grown, folded into the cluster of roots
across the path, patiently waiting out the cold.
Robin Chapman

Robin Chapman is the author of nine poetry books, most recently Six True Things
(Tebot Bach, 2016). She was the recipient of Appalachia’s 2010 Poetry Prize. Her poems
have appeared recently in Flyway, Poetry East, and Terrain, among other journals.
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Scotland, the Climbing Way
Reconnections with hardy, brash, hilarious mountain friends
Todd Swain
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N

o one I had ever met on New England crags in the late 1970s
looked as pirate-like as Tom Patey climbing a sea stack in Scotland
with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. No one seemed as intrepid as
W. H. Murray, battling up winter first ascents on Ben Nevis in hobnailed
boots. No one looked like brigands as much as Paul Ross and Alan Richard
McHardy, completing an early British ascent of the Salathé Wall on El Capitan in Yosemite National Park. The “Fox of Glencoe,” Hamish MacInnes,
looked like a Hollywood version of a valiant mountaineer. (Hollywood
indeed enlisted MacInnes many times—in front of and behind the camera.) The Scottish and British climbers I read about in books and magazines
intrigued me because they seemed brash, inconceivably hardy, and powerful.
I went to Scotland several times looking for them. They were all of
those things.

High School Library Dreams
I started rock climbing while attending Winnacunnet High School in
Hampton, New Hampshire. The school library was stocked with a variety of
classic climbing tomes, thanks to an English teacher who climbed. I devoured
W. H. Murray’s Mountaineering in Scotland (J. M. Dent & Sons, 1947), Chris
Bonington’s Everest South West Face (Hodder & Stoughton, 1973), Hamish
MacInnes’s Climb to the Lost World (Hodder & Stoughton, 1974), and Tom
Patey’s One Man’s Mountains (Victor Gollancz, 1971).
These lit my imagination and became the foundation of my now 40-plusyear climbing career. I also read about—and would later meet—Henry
“Hot Henry” Barber, perhaps the best rock climber in the world in the early
1970s. Barber grew up in Massachusetts, made significant contributions to
the United Kingdom climbing scene in the 1970s, and has lived in North
Conway, New Hampshire, for decades.

Encounters with the Greats
On my early forays in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, I met Paul
Ross. Ross was born in England and came to the United States in the 1960s to
work for the Outward Bound school at Hurricane Island, in Maine. One of
From left, Todd Swain and his wife, Donette, with the legendary climbers Sir Chris
Bonington, Peter Myers, and Paul Ross, in Keswick, England. COURTESY OF TODD SWAIN
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Ross’s coworkers at Hurricane Island was Euell Gibbons (1911–1975), the wildeating guru famous for pitching Grape-Nuts cereal on television. In the early
1970s, Ross and two partners started International Mountain Equipment
(IME) in North Conway. Ross also founded the International Mountain
Climbing School (IMCS). I taught rock and ice climbing for Ross in the late
1970s and early 1980s. Both IME and IMCS remain an integral part of the
White Mountain climbing scene.
Ross introduced me to Alan Richard McHardy, another legendary British
climber known for bold ascents in the 1960s and 1970s. During the winters
of 1980–1981 and 1981–1982, I made pilgrimages to Scotland and worked as
a climbing guide for McHardy. I took clients up icy routes in Glencoe; on
Ben Nevis, the highest peak in Britain; and in the Cairngorm Mountains. I
also had the opportunity to meet such Scottish climbing legends as Hamish
MacInnes, Ian “Big Ian” Nicholson, and Cynthia and Ed Grindley.

Todd (left) and Donette (right) Swain with the climber Hamish MacInnes, each holding
a MacInnes invention: the terrordactyl ice climbing tool. COURTESY OF TODD SWAIN
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MacInnes established some of the most famous climbs in Scotland. He
also invented all sorts of climbing and mountain rescue equipment. He has
authored more than two dozen books and worked on films such as The Eiger
Sanction, starring Clint Eastwood; The Mission, featuring Robert DeNiro;
and Five Days One Summer, starring Sean Connery. Nicholson was a harddrinking, chain-smoking mountain machine. Look up “hardman” in the dictionary and you’ll find a picture of Nicholson. In the early 1970s, he famously
soloed two of the most difficult ice climbs on Ben Nevis: Point Five Gully
and Zero Gully. He climbed both routes in a morning and was back in the
pub drinking by noon.
On one of my very best days—ever—I soloed a difficult winter route on
Ben Nevis. This route, the Orion Face Direct, stands 1,200 feet tall (higher
than Cannon Cliff in New Hampshire’s Franconia Notch), and it’s a grade
5 climb, the upper end of the difficulty scale. It was a bluebird day, and the
climbing conditions were perfect. As I pulled my body over the top, there
stood MacInnes and Nicholson, two of the very finest Scottish winter climbers of their day. It felt like hitting a home run in a Little League game only to
be met at home plate by Hank Aaron and Babe Ruth.

Return to Scotland
In spring 2018, my wife, Donette, and I visited Scotland for six weeks. I hadn’t
been back since the 1980s, and Donette had never visited. The first week
we climbed sea stacks and sea cliffs with Henry Barber, by then age 65. He
entertained us with stories from his trips around the United Kingdom and his
exploits in other parts of the world.
After Barber returned home to New Hampshire, Donette and I enjoyed
wonderful visits with MacInnes (then 88), McHardy (77), Nicholson (69),
Cynthia Grindley (68), and Davy Gardner (68). All except MacInnes are still
climbing. Donette and I climbed new routes on the basalt sea cliffs of the
Isle of Skye with Grindley and went to a sport-climbing crag north of
Inverness with McHardy. We also drove south to Keswick in the Lake District
to see Ross (81) and Sir Chris Bonington (84).
I mention their ages because all of these women and men have not
lost the gleams in their eyes, their wit, or their passion. They still look for
opportunities to “take the piss” out of one another. Their stories left us rolling
on the floor. Gardner told us about the time he and a mate left their gear in a
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Henry Barber approaching the Am Buachaille sea stack. TODD SWAIN

talus cave while climbing Buachaille Etive Mòr in the Highlands. The breeze
stopped soon after they returned to the cave. The midges—the tiny biting
flies similar to no-see-ums in northern New England—began to swarm so
thickly the climbers could barely breathe. The group tunneled deeper into the
boulders. The midges followed. Gardner in his thick Glaswegian accent told
how they hitchhiked out of there to escape the midges. McHardy listened to

42 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 42

10/28/19 1:39 PM

this and announced that you could do away with prisons and simply employ
the midges as punishment. A person strapped to a chair and left outside for
12 hours during the height of midge season would soon repent!
While in Keswick with Ross, we walked the downtown streets. Ross
pointed out the building where, in the mid-1960s, he ran a café/nightclub
called the Lamplighter and professionally sang folk songs. We then went
to another location, stopping in front of a two-story stone building. Ross
explained that in the early 1960s, his parents ran a boardinghouse here. Ross
pointed to an upstairs window and told us that he and the British climbing
legend Don Whillans used to play rock and roll records and practice dance
moves in that room. As the music got louder and the beer bottles emptied,
their dance routines became wilder. They would swing, slide, and hurl each
other around the room, practicing for Saturday nights to come. Once they hit
the actual dance floor, Ross said the lasses were so unnerved by their acrobatic
antics that none would dance with them.

Aging, Scottish Climber Style
In May 2019, Donette and I returned to Scotland. We climbed some classic
Patey and Bonington rock routes. We once more shared a rope with Grindley
in the Torridon Hills. We also had very entertaining visits with Nicholson
and McHardy, who regaled us with more tales.
Here’s one of the stories: After entering his home in Glencoe, Nicholson
grabbed his iPad and proudly showed us a picture of a very nice backpacking
tent erected in his front yard. Donette and I were a bit perplexed until
Nicholson revealed that he had recently retrieved the tent from a dumpster
behind a very classy local hotel. The hotel was so fancy, he said, that the
parking lot and dumpster were the only places on the property where he felt
comfortable. Nicholson speculated that some rich guest had thrown out the
almost-new tent because a tent pole had broken. He subsequently repaired
the broken pole and sold the tent from his front yard for £120! This scavenging
thing was apparently as addictive as it was lucrative.
Now on a roll, Nicholson told us about another trash bin he had encountered. The bin had a lid with a small slot to insert trash. He peered into the
slot and saw what looked to be another tent. Using a stick he found nearby,
he was able to fish the fabric close enough to the slot opening that he could
grab it with his fingers. He pulled and pulled, slowly revealing another nearly

winter/spring 2020 43

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 43

10/28/19 1:39 PM

Old Man
of Hoy

E

Out e r

He b

ride

s

Old Man
of Stoer

E

!

Ullapool

Torridon
!

Inverness

e
ky
fS

Isle
o

E Hills

Cairngorms

iii
Ben Nevis

i
!

Glencoe

!
!

En

Sc
ot

la
nd
gl
an
d

Glasgow

Edinburgh

Northern
Ireland
!

Keswick

These are the landmarks Donette and Todd Swain visited or reminisced over
while visiting Todd’s haunts and climbing mentors. LARRY GARLAND/AMC
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new tent. He pulled it out the way a magician might pull a string of tied kerchiefs from a sleeve. But the tent eventually got stuck in the slot. Nicholson
fiddled for quite a while, trying to get the last bit of the tent out through the
slot, before he realized the trash bin lid wasn’t locked.
As Nicholson continued scrolling through his photos, he stopped at an
oldie with a much younger him and a baby-faced George Reid, a friend of
ours based in the Cairngorm Mountains who has spent much of his guiding
career as an outdoor pursuits instructor for the British Armed Forces. The
picture captured Reid’s first multipitch climb. In true Scottish hardman fashion, Nicholson had sent Reid up the pointy end of a poorly protected route
on the storied Etive Slabs, on Beinn Trilleachan in Glencoe. In another photo
taken on the top, Nicholson wears his first chalk bag, wherein, rather than
chalk, the bag holds a wee bottle of single malt.
At the end of our trip, we saw an early screening of the 2019 Magic B
Films documentary Final Ascent: The Legend of Hamish MacInnes. The film
chronicles MacInnes’s struggle to regain his memory after a stint in a hospital
not long before. I traded emails with MacInnes after seeing the film. He was
pleased with the film’s positive reception and wrote that he “was working
24–7 on the autobiography.” At 89 years young, the Fox of Glencoe is still
hard at work.

Todd Swain has been on a lot of climbing trips this year with his wife, Donette.
When they are home, they split their time between Joshua Tree and Bishop,
California. Todd has worked as a climbing guide, ranger, and special agent for the
National Park Service.
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Coyote Tells the Story of Loving His Brother
As we slept on the bank
of the long, slow pool,
in light scattered
between willow branches,
I dreamt he hunted
the near field and caught
a rabbit who took his tongue
and carried it into his belly.
I gave him mine, and now
my children trail after his yelp
along the river where I woke
and tried to lick away this story
that crawled from my skull,
through the green milkweed
into his ears.
Noah Davis

Noah Davis has published poems in Orion, North American Review, Atlanta Review,
Water-Stone Review, and Chautauqua, among others. Davis has received Pushcart
Prize nominations from Poet Lore and Natural Bridge and was named a Katharine
Bakeless Nason Fellow at the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference. His manuscript
Of This River was selected for the 2019 Wheelbarrow Emerging Poet Book Contest
from Michigan State University’s Center for Poetry.
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Waterman Fund Essay
Winners
Editor’s note: Appalachia is proud to work with the Waterman Fund in
sponsoring this essay contest for emerging writers. Laura Waterman of East
Corinth, Vermont, and her late husband, Guy, spent their lives reflecting
and writing about the Northeast’s mountains and wilderness areas. They also
explored and worked on restoring trampled routes on Franconia Ridge in New
Hampshire’s White Mountains. This year’s call for submissions asked for humor
writing. Could writers capture the absurdities of exploring wild places? Yes.
The prize is shared by two writers, who, thanks to the fund’s generosity, each
received $1,500. Essays by Alex Pickens and Jenny O’Connell made our review
committee laugh out loud.
We dedicate this year’s contest to Hannah Taylor, a trail runner, ski coach, and
former Appalachian Mountain Club hut croo member who died in 2018. Hannah
used humor to avoid taking herself too seriously, and her joy in mountain landscapes was infectious. She was the sister of Bethany Taylor, who previously won the
contest and has coordinated its judging for the past few years.
For more essays, see our Winter/Spring 2019 issue and the anthology of the first
decade’s winners and notable entries, New Wilderness Voices (University Press
of New England, 2017).
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Waterman Fund Essay Winners

The Dos and Don’ts of Trail
Running in the Appalachian
Mountains
Written by a hairless bipedal alien who has
learned when to take nature seriously
Alex Pickens
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DO

be prepared to eat flies and run through spiderwebs.

Given
insects’ astronomical population and their infinitesimal size, the
odds are not in your favor, especially since you will be sucking air as you
barrel through the forest. Think of them as unintended supplemental protein
to your diet for your workout. Gym jockeys may guzzle oversized protein
shakes, but you have gone organic and turned hunter-gatherer of bugs.
Accumulate your prey by merely leaving your mouth ajar as you run. They
will be sufficiently shaken in your intestines as you progress along uneven
trails to rival any beverage concocted by health experts. No better way to
kick-start your morning jog than an unintended aphid smoothie!
DO be courteous. Share the trail. Admittedly, you can only do so much
to prepare hikers for your sudden appearance around bends as you vault
boulders or lurch past branches when trees try to clothesline you, and hikers
will probably continue to scream and hug stumps when you startle them
(and refuse to let go until you have departed), but you can at least empathize
with their shock and awe. If they think, as that couple did in the George
Washington National Forest, that you are running from something and begin
to run with you, break the news gently to them that they are not running
from a psycho but rather with a psycho.
DO pause to listen to the mad laughter of the pileated woodpecker as you
ascend. This is the soundtrack for your life, possibly the last thing you will
ever hear one day, the glorious anthem of the trail-runner nation. Whenever
you see red Mohawk heads bobbing up a tree, you must pause to acknowledge
your groupies, your companions, your standard-bearers, the only members of
the forest who get it. These goofy punks are your spirit animals, and in those
moments when you are enjoying the sunset alone on top of the mountain
and are overcome with a sense of wonder and destiny, you need someone
to remind you not to take yourself too seriously, because we all know what
happens when you take yourself too seriously.
DON’T stomp on fungi and mushrooms. You tried that once, midstride, and
slipped and twisted an ankle and sat in something gross. Make the most of
your tryst through the forest, but be smart about how you have fun and how
much fun you have. And never step on morels or chanterelles. Your neighbor
took you mushroom hunting once and showed you where those delicacies
grow (in ravines near spice bushes), taught you how to hide them from
casual passersby, and gave an estimate on their price in the luxury mushroom

Alex Pickens running in the Presidentials of the White Mountains of New Hampshire.
COURTESY OF ALEX PICKENS
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market: They go for $30 to $60 a pound right now. If you hit the mother lode,
you could put a serious dent in your student loans. Or you could smuggle
them home and sauté them in butter and live like French royalty for a day.
DO carry a hunting knife tucked under your waistband. You stalked a bobcat in West Virginia for half a mile, and he never knew you were there. You
don’t know when he might be stalking you.*
DON’T freak out when you almost run into a porcupine that you mistook
for a wild boar. You are an interloper in nature, a hairless bipedal alien with an
unnatural mode of propulsion that is accomplished by thrusting your anemic
limbs forward and then following them wherever they may lead, and this is
going to arouse curiosity among the creatures of the wild (and some humans,
such as the aforementioned tree-huggers). Do not be surprised to find that
your noodly intrusion into the living rooms of wild animals causes a stir,
especially among the bears. Black bears are the biggest cowards in the East, and
if you catch them off guard, they sometimes go crashing through the woods
like dislodged, furry boulders rolling down the hill. This heart-attack-inducing
calamity might make you stumble on the path, but imagine how they feel.
DO act like nothing happened if you stumble on a rock. As Thomas Jefferson
once said while crossing a rocky stream in his wagon, sometimes you have
to use all of your knowledge of levers and fulcrums and centers of gravity to
remain in the upright position, and it is only cool if you act like it is cool.
(He didn’t say that last part, though he probably thought it.) Using all of
your abilities as an impromptu gymnast to maintain your momentum while
avoiding collisions with hemlocks and rocks is a rare skill, and you should
own it. However . . .
DON’T take yourself too seriously. Your ego is expendable when you hike
in the mountains. Ascending Holt Trail up a sheer granite face toward the
summit, you have to have a malleable enough opinion of yourself to realize
that your own body could be used in ways that God may or may not have
intended when creating you. As you squirmed up that 78-degree-angle rock
face, afraid you would fall over backward, you had just such an epiphany and
used your right leg as a wedge. Then, squirming around an outcrop in superb
caterpillar fashion, you hugged the rock to keep from sliding back down the
30 feet you had just scrawled up in a manner that will have amateur hunters
* The reader should never carry hunting knives without proper instruction and research,
particularly because some states in America have laws against carrying concealed fixed-blade
knives. Plus, you could hurt yourself. Nor should the reader stalk large predators, as this might
result in an unanticipated revision of the food chain.
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who use Google Earth searching for the 6-foot gecko. The joke’s on them,
though, because you made it over the outcrop, proving that making it to
second base with a rock is nothing to be ashamed of. The point is, not taking
yourself too seriously is a survival tactic, which means that the more you
laugh at yourself, the longer you will live.
DO take nature seriously. This was where it all went wrong for you. From
Franconia Notch in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, you ascended
Falling Waters Trail toward one of the most dangerous sections of the
Appalachian Trail. Hikers coming down warned you of the wind, all of them
better dressed than you. Yet you forged on, confident the weather could not
be that bad in June and that you were built of hardier stuff than those grizzled
journeymen in their name-brand accoutrements. But you were wrong. It was
worse than anything you ever could have imagined.
DO check the weather before you leave. Mount Lafayette is almost a mile
high, and the difference between the base of the mountain and the top is not
that hard to figure out—if you check the weather before you leave. Hikers
passing you ogled your scanty clothing significantly as you ascended the trail
through drizzle, warning you that conditions at the summit were unusually
harsh. Did you heed their warnings? No. You thought they were just soft,
unaccustomed to toughing it out like you.
Next thing you knew, you were staggering through an ice storm in June,
giggling like an idiot at the novel sensation of being knocked on your face

Alex Pickens trying not to take himself too seriously on the summit of Mount Moosilauke
in New Hampshire. COURTESY OF ALEX PICKENS
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by 70-mph winds. Like any good outdoorsman, however, you thought this
would be a cool time to document your exploits for Facebook friends or the
county sheriff or the coroner, whoever got to you first, and you pulled out
your phone and took a Snapchat of your handsome self out for a leisurely
stroll through a murderous behemoth of wind and ice. Just as you were
happily detailing how rapidly conditions were deteriorating, your phone
mysteriously cut off, which was the last thing anyone heard or saw of you
that day. Undeterred, you pressed onward as the ice turned to snow and the
wind intensified.
DON’T forget supplies. A blizzard was hitting, it was June, and you were
a mile above sea level, huddling behind a rock, when you finally began to
suspect you had made a miscalculation somewhere along the way. You had no
long pants, and your legs looked like they were covered with white fur because
so much snow had encrusted your leg hair. You had no waterproof clothing,
and your entire body was covered with a mixture of sweat and melting snow,
soaking through your Carhartt hat and your flimsy Spalding windbreaker;
best of all, your left eardrum was throbbing because the wind was roaring so
hard over the top of the mountain. You finally sought refuge behind a rock
and curled up to slow your core body temperature from plummeting and
your thoughts from becoming too muddled.
Now came the important part. Could you get out of here alive? As you
shivered and listened to the bellowing gusts move through the rocks, you
opened your pack and searched for anything of use. You had eaten all your
food on the grueling climb and were faced with the bleak prospect of having
no way to replenish your spent energy resources. (It was about then that you
started to think the dozens of people who warned you along the trail about
the treacherous conditions on the summit might have been on to something.)
DO let someone know where you are going. Letting friends and family
know your location and the approximate time of your return will help in the
instance that something goes wrong. Even if they cannot make it to you, they
can contact the appropriate authorities, who will send a search party. Unless
you have gone for an afternoon jog in a freak June blizzard and are currently
huddling behind a rock, rummaging through a backpack like a gargantuan
rat with its head in a dumpster, in which case it might be better if no one
comes looking. If your idea of a weekend getaway is goofing through a frozen
hurricane in shorts, your friends don’t deserve to die for your stupidity. The
age of Western explorers is over, after all.
DO pay attention to the little things. Most hiking injuries are the result
of carelessness, especially in the mountains. Paying attention to the details
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could save your life, no matter how insignificant. That day on top of Mount
Lafayette, as you searched desperately through your backpack, your hand hit
something smooth and pulpy in the bottom of your supplies. An apple, the
apple that your father had suggested you take because they were getting old
and he hated apples and hated waste. Never mind that your father saw you
as a walking compost pile, the apple provided the necessary sugar for you to
survive. Winter survivalists later told you that this snack probably kept you
alive, because warm sugar is the most reliable substance to fight the early
stages of hypothermia.
You ate the apple and thought you were superhuman again, plunging
back into the blizzard, but as you climbed the last mile into blinding snow
and arrived at the summit sign, shivering and numb, you realized you still
had 3.4 miles to get back to the parking lot. The time for harebrained bravado
was long gone.
DO sufficiently recover before returning to the mountains. Hands are
important. They separate us from the foxes and the octopi, so unless you
want to lose those appendages that serve as markers of your evolution, give
yourself plenty of time to recover.
DON’T push your luck. You made it down the mountain, you shivered in
the car for the entire two-hour drive home, and you felt sick for a day. Sure,
not dying of your own stupidity is a pretty big boast in your case, but when
you are exercising your braggadocio, always remember that moment you were
curled up behind a rock with your prospects fading. Keeping the past in
mind will help you avoid those moments that you conveniently omit when
recounting your exploits on later occasions, such as the sweltering summer
day that you decided to jog the length of Virginia’s Massanutten Mountain
and became severely dehydrated about six miles in.
You will not always have a guardian angel appear out of nowhere in the
form of a lanky ex-ultramarathon runner to give you bottle after bottle of
cold water, chatting with you about his career and grandkids so that your
pride does not get in the way of fluids that kept you from shriveling into a
prune on that mountain ridge. Accept help and never get cocky. Remember,
lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice, so next time it might hit you.

Alex Pickens has been exploring the mountains of Virginia and New England
for nearly two decades, which has profoundly affected his life and inspired him to
become certified in wilderness first aid through the Stonehearth Open Learning
Opportunities (SOLO) program. He hopes to become a professional writer.
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Waterman Fund Essay Winners

Valley of the Bulls
“I have a red backpack. Is that a bad thing?”
Jenny O’Connell
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T

he collectivo drops us at the trailhead at the end of a bumpy
dirt road. The gate is locked. A park ranger steps out of the thatched hut
at the entrance and nods to a large stone wall. There’s a moment of confused
gesturing (Over it? You want us to climb over it? Yes, over it. Really? Yes, really.),
and then we’re hoisting our backpacks up and over the wall and scrambling
after them. Lucy has been one of my best friends for a decade now, and
she knows that when I invite her and her boyfriend, Eric, to meet me in
Peru and say, “Maybe bring a backpack just in case,” it means, “Bring the
good s---; we’re going somewhere.” In this case, it’s the Cordillera Blanca,
the “white range”: more than 700 glaciers; several peaks above 19,000 feet;
and Huascarán, the highest mountain in Peru, its summit the place on Earth
with the least gravitational pull.*
We buckle our packs to our bodies. Adjust trekking poles. We stand
together and look down the deep, ancient valley carved out by glaciers. The
trail along the stream erupts in yellow flowers on its way to the mountains,
which reach toward the cloudless sky. There is no blue like Peruvian blue.
We are giddy, each of us smiling the kind of smile I haven’t been able to find
in a long time, wild-eyed, a hint of freedom on our faces.
Eric cracks puns and snaps photos of birds, training his lens at dots in the
sky that he hopes are condors. Lucy points out waterfalls and tries to pet a calf
that is grazing next to the trail. We play a game we call “mountain or cloud”
as we walk, and we often lose. I spend most of my time on the verge of tears.
The mountains appear to me like the faces of friends—inviting, challenging,
each with its own personality—as the valley turns. From time to time I pull
out the map, orient it to my compass, point out drainages and ruins. Step
one to not getting lost is to stay found, but I am not a great navigator. My
personality constantly works against me. I have a short attention span, and I
get dumbfounded by beauty. “We must be here,” I say, as if I know.
Yesterday, the woman behind the desk at the Huascarán National Park
office asked if we wanted a guide. It was more a statement than a question.
The itinerary we’d chosen was a three-day trek with an elevation gain of 1,200
* See Christian Hirt et al., “New Ultrahigh Resolution Picture of Earth’s Gravity Field,”
Geophysical Research Letters, 40, pages 4279–4283.

Jenny O’Connell’s knockoff-brand North Face down jacket tag read, “Never Exploring,”
instead of, “Never Stop Exploring.” So, she yelled, “Never exploring!” when she climbed
Chocu Pass. COURTESY OF JENNY O’CONNELL
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meters up to the 5,100-meter Chocu Pass—just under 17,000 feet, higher
than any of us had ever climbed. Eric pointed at me. “We have a guide,” he
said, and I looked back at the woman with an expression on my face that I
hoped was like confidence. She squinted at me as if deciding whether to say
something. Then she shrugged and handed me the map. I had just come
off a trip guiding sixteen high school students through the Andes outside of
Cusco. I’ve been an outdoor guide for the last ten years—leading backpacking
trips, rafting Class III and IV rivers, sea kayaking Atlantic swells, teaching
expeditionary skills in negative-degree winters. I can carry a heavy pack over
long and arduous terrain, cook a fine backcountry meal, set up a base camp,
and treat most injuries. But the six times I returned to trek the mountains of
Peru, I’ve seen only one other woman in charge.
We don’t realize how slowly we’re moving until a couple from Switzerland
passes us, twice. They hike by at a fast clip, speaking to each other in bursts
of French, their small backpacks comfortably anchored to their backs. The
woman is sick from a parasite and has to make frequent stops to vomit. “We
might never come back here, and the glaciers are melting,” the man explains
when we catch up to them. The woman nods, pale but determined. I squint
after them as they disappear uphill and try to convince myself the bag of wine
in my backpack is worth it.
The mountain guide who works at the front desk of the hostel we stayed
at in town picked up my pack this morning and frowned. “Pesado,” he said.
Heavy. He asked about our route, and when I showed him on the map, he
looked at me, calculating. I remembered the time Evan, my outdoor mentor,
asked me to teach a college-level whitewater canoe course with him; how I,
never having whitewater canoed before, showed up to a training class full of
men and introduced myself in such a way that Evan had to defend me. She’s
actually very capable, he had to say, and I’d made a silent promise to never
speak about myself that way again.
Such a tenuous line between confidence and danger. No matter what language you use to describe yourself, the mountains have the final say.
That night, after we’ve pitched our tent and summoned the last of our
energy to hike to a green glacial lake as the pink alpenglow slid upward across
the mountaintops, after we’ve cooked our heaviest dinner and boiled water
from the stream, we linger outside the tent for just a moment, our breath
freezing in the air. The Incan constellations, I tell Lucy and Eric, are not
made up of the stars themselves but the dark spaces between them. The stars
are the heavenly river of Mayu; the swathes of black sky, the silhouettes of
56 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 56

10/28/19 1:39 PM

animals who come to drink. I lie awake for a long time after, listening to the
slow breathing of my friends. My eyes will never be wide enough to catch the
strange stars turning slowly over our heads. I do not think my heart was made
to withstand such a thing.
The real hike begins on day two.
We stare nervously over our oatmeal bowls at the zigzag cut into the steep
mountainside across the stream from where we’re camped, and then we’re
packing our things, we’re saying goodbye to the Swiss couple, we’re climbing it. Eric’s been sharing his altitude pills with Lucy and me, but we all feel
it as we ascend, the thin air just one more thing to steal our breath away. A
waterfall tumbles down a ledge to our right, next to a sign for a campsite that
points straight off a cliff.
We move aside as a man wearing leather sandals and a bright, sun-worn
Quechua poncho leads a mule down the narrow trail. “Sulpaiki waiki,” I say
as he passes, the only Quechua phrase I know, which means, “Thank you,
brother.” “Hello” might be more appropriate, but thank you is what I mean.
His family has belonged to these mountains for thousands of years. The trail
that will take us days to traverse he can cover in hours, in sandals.
At the top of the zigzag we sit and try to catch our breath. I hang my arm
around Lucy’s shoulders, and we look down at the dazzling green lake and
the white-faced leviathan above it. “There’s no way this gets better,” she says,
but as if to prove her wrong, two new snowy peaks appear a little farther up
the mountain.
We’re so transfixed by the view we almost don’t notice the bulls.
“Um . . . guys,” Eric says simply, and the urgency in his voice snaps Lucy
and me to attention. Where the mountain curves into a bowl, we’ve ended
up next to a large herd of cows grazing along a stream—and two of the most
massive bulls I’ve ever seen. White-eyed and staring, they lower their horns
and begin to walk pointedly in our direction. We scramble up over rocks,
tripping on ourselves to get away. One of them stops but holds us in his stare.
The other keeps coming. Up we go, up, until we’ve lost the trail, until the bull
is satisfied with our distance. We eat lunch in the dry brown grass on a plateau
overlooking the herd and try to piece together what we know about bulls.
“I have a red backpack. Is that a bad thing?” I ask.
“I thought that was a myth,” says Lucy. “I hope that’s a myth.”
“I heard they have good memories,” Eric says. We agree to avoid more
herds at all costs. Even the females have horns.
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Lucy asks about the way up the mountain. By now, I’m mostly guessing
where we are on the map.
The first time we summit Chocu Pass, we squash through a wetland and
clamber up the scree-covered hillside, huffing and sweating, pleased and
surprised that we make it to the top without a great deal of difficulty. Cloudsmashed white sierras surge up from the valley floor around us, more than I’ve
ever seen. We take a selfie at the top. We must be in better shape than we thought,
we think to ourselves, and then Lucy spots a cairn on the ridge above us.
The second time we summit Chocu Pass, our faces are flushed, and breathing is much harder. There are even more mountains than before. They are
called Andavite, Churup, Pucaranra, Chinchey, Tullparaju. Quechua names
embedded with meaning: “copper gap,” “uncultivated,” “heap of red stones,”
“sharp grass,” “mountain with snow.” When we stand on the hillock and put
our arms in the sky, it feels like we can scrape the top of the world with our
fingertips. I keep a wary eye on the clouds, which have begun to gather and
darken. If we get caught in a thunderstorm up here, there will be nowhere to
hide. I’m wearing a knockoff North Face down jacket I bought in the city of
Huaraz at the base of the mountain. The tag says Never Exploring instead of
Never Stop Exploring. “Never
exploring!” we yell off the top
of the world.
Relieved to be descending
before the weather, Eric and
I look for the trail down, but
Lucy points to another cairn
leading up a sharp incline with
loose rock. For half an hour we
hem and haw over the map.
We scramble up onto boulders
for a better view and frown
at the valley below us, which
looks all wrong. Lucy pulls out
her phone, which has an app
on it with a dashed trail line
right above our little blue GPS
dot. With no other option,
we shoulder our packs and
Jenny O’Connell. COURTESY OF THE AUTHOR
go upward.
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The third time we summit Chocu Pass—the real Chocu Pass—we are
moving at a crawl above the snow line on a glacial ridge, postholing into
drifts up to our hips with every step, and dusk is falling. Lucy’s no stranger to
mountains, but she’s looking at this mountain as if it may swallow us, and I’m
wondering if she could be right.
“This is type two fun,” I say, trying to stay optimistic. “The kind that will
be fun later.”
“What’s type three?” Lucy says. “I think I’m having that.”
Plunging through the snow, foot by painstaking foot, I’m thinking about
how we are lost at just under 17,000 feet with all the wrong equipment,
squandering daylight with weather on the way, when I look up and realize
I’m missing it: the blaze of orange sky behind us, a fingernail moon rising into
blue, the sloping white shoulders of the mountains echoing back the colors in
a muted glow. Everything is silent. We are standing on the spine of the world.
The smell of rain drifts up from the rocks, musky and fresh as
we stumble and slip down from the pass, peering through the darkness at our
little blue GPS dot on Lucy’s phone. Finally, Lucy spots the tiny tents lit up
like paper lanterns in the valley below. We are going the right way. With each
step I feel a growing sense of dread. For as long as I can remember, I’ve come
to the mountains to escape the calamity of the human heart. The act of washing my face in a cold stream reminds me that mine is a body worth loving.
When I walk, my mind rattles and then quiets, soothed by the rhythm of it.
I keep a rock in my pocket to remind me of what I’m working on, and when
I lose it I find another. To descend is to submit again to car horns and engines
and people, to bright screens and incessant communication, to complicated
schedules, to finite spaces with walls instead of stars.
We’re not going to reach the valley tonight. Fingers and toes white with
cold, we make an emergency stop on a small plateau still well above 15,000
feet. Piles of cow dung lay scattered in the grass, but this seems our safest
option. The soup takes a long time to boil at altitude. Lucy’s feet are frozen,
and Eric lifts his jacket to fold her icy toes into his stomach. “That’s love,” I
say. We are so cold we leave our trekking poles and dishes in a pile in the rain.
When I open my eyes, I can tell by the light that we’ve slept too long. On
one side of me Lucy dozes, her long black eyelashes fluttering on the edge
of sleep. Eric is on my other side, squeezed up into a ball. It was hard to get
warm last night. I roll onto my stomach and pull the lighter from where I’ve
stashed it in my breast pocket. Grateful I’d moved the camp stove just outside
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the tent before I fell asleep, I unzip the fly and pull myself out to start the coffee. There, chomping on grass in the glistening morning, looms a humongous
red bull.
We see each other at the same time. He snorts, stamps at the ground,
and begins to charge. Grabbing the stove, I dive back into the tent. “BULL,”
I whisper to Eric and Lucy, who are wide awake now, and I hold out my
hands to emphasize how big. We watch from the gap under the rain fly as
his hooves clomp closer, his lips brush the ground. Out of sight, we aren’t a
threat. Closer. Ripping grass. Air through nostrils. And then the unimaginable happens. The bull’s tongue appears under the tent, slippery and purple
and as big as my forearm. He scoops the rain fly into his mouth and begins
to chew. I turn my head toward my friends. The three of us lie flat on our
stomachs, eyes wide, holding our breath, out of ideas. We are kids playing
hide-and-seek, except the seeker is an angry, territorial, 2,000-pound bull.
I feel it in my stomach, the laughter, and I try to stop, but it’s the helpless
laughter of children, the kind that feels forbidden, so of course I laugh harder.
The bull is pulling at the fly now in sharp movements, our tent poles are
buckling, and I am laughing and laughing, one hand over my mouth, eyes
watering. Eric is starting to laugh, too. Lucy does not find it so funny.
The bull realizes our tent is not edible and lumbers on. Sensing our escape,
we pack our things. The plan is to send Lucy first—in my opinion the hardest
job, running out into the unknown—and Eric and I will follow, somehow,
with the tent. Lucy climbs out, tripping on the rain fly, and makes a beeline
toward a pile of rocks on the left. “There are five of them,” she calls, before
she’s chased out of earshot. “No . . . six!” Our tent, miraculously, is one that
can be packed up from the inside. It’s a Peruvian brand, and as Eric and I slide
our hands silently out under the noses of six bulls to pull up the stakes, as we
unclip the tent body under the guise of the rain fly, I wonder if the tentmaker
had thought of this. We look at each other. “One . . . two . . . three,” Eric says,
and we run for it.
Three sets of trekking poles, two mugs, two bowls, and one bag of wine
are the things we lose to the bulls. We feel terrible about leaving them behind,
but with each attempt to reclaim our belongings, the red bull grows more
agitated until he’s following us down the mountain and we are, once again,
running. We don’t stop until our feet are on the floor of Cojup Valley. Only
then do we allow ourselves to laugh.
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One jump across the river. We’re high-tailing it down the dusty road out
of the valley when around the corner files a massive herd of cattle. There is
one way out. From within the mess of horns and hooves emerges a caballero
in Nike sneakers. “Passe,” he says, gesturing as if it’s obvious we can go, as if
we are holding him up, but we cower, paralyzed. “Fssht! ” he says, waving his
arms, and the animals move off the trail. We are struck by the mortifying
realization that the beasts up on the mountain might belong to someone;
that maybe we could have waved our arms and said, “Fssht! ” and gotten our
stuff back.
I pick up a stick from the side of the road and grip it in my hand. I am
tired of being afraid. A great black bull lumbers into view. I raise the stick
above my head. “Fssht!  ” I say. The bull moves. I go first, guiding my friends
down the valley, away from the sloping white mountains and the whitedazzled air above them: a woman who has remembered her heartbeat, who
has run through the valley of the bulls and been granted another day.

Jenny O’Connell earned an MFA in creative writing from the Stonecoast program
at the University of Southern Maine. She guides wilderness trips around the world
and is working on a new book, Finding Petronella, which follows her solo trek across
Finland in the footsteps of a legendary woman from the golden fields of Lapland.
O’Connell was a 2019 Maine Literary Award finalist.

Announcing the Next Waterman Fund Essay Contest
Writers! We invite emerging talent (those who have yet to publish a major
feature or book) to enter our annual essay contest sponsored by the Waterman
Fund. The deadline is mid-February for stories about how wilderness has
evolved in the twenty years since the Waterman Fund formed. The fund
memorializes Guy Waterman, an advocate of respecting and preserving alpine
lands, and honors his wife, Laura Waterman, a writer living in East Corinth,
Vermont. Visit watermanfund.org for all the contest details, or contact
chris@chriswoodside.com. One of our missions here is to nurture new writers.
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Encounters on
Mount Willard
A subway seeker meets a mountain man
Elissa Ely
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They were two excited boys, hiking with their elderly grandfather. Maybe
they were 5 and 7, wearing fluorescent sneakers like headlamps on their feet.
Their grandfather wore a rucksack and a bandana, limped heavily, but carried
no poles: Old School.
Mount Willard Trail from Crawford Notch covers 3.1 miles out and back,
a route rated child-friendly. It leaves plenty of breath for questions if you’re a
kid, and plenty of breath for answers if you’re not. Their little group passed
me once, dropped back, passed again. The first time, we exchanged greetings.
The second time, we nodded. The third time, we ignored each other; that was
more than enough social contact.
—The book says it takes an hour, right? one boy asked, elbowing his
brother off a rock step.
—The book does say that, though it might take longer for an old man, his
grandfather said, wiping his neck.
Eventually, the trail joined an old carriage road that wound without hurry
to the summit. When I reached it, the three of them were already sitting on
rocks, and the boys were triumphantly pulling sandwiches out of the rucksack.
Two thousand eight hundred sixty-five feet below, a ribbon of highway
unfolded, with railroad tracks to its right. In his soft flat voice, the grandfather
had begun to explain the geology of glaciation and notch formation, and
though they were not in school, the boys were listening (I thought) with
extraordinary avidity. Leaning into him on each side, their feelings were clear.
He had led them up a mountain. He could lift a piano with one arm.
Other hikers arrived and found places on other rocks, at distances meant
to preserve that interpersonal space that Americans cherish. We were not
unsociable, but we were separate, in the way hiking strangers can be. A few
minutes later, a man in shorts and tube socks burst out of the brush and
bounded straight to the edge of a ledge.
—LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, he yelled, throwing up his arms in
victory, —WELCOME TO MOUNT WILLARD. He glanced around.
—I’m from the city, he added, —and what I really need right now is a subway.
He peeked over the ledge, then leapt back dramatically. —WHOA, he
said, speaking in capitals again. —MY FIRST MOUNTAIN.
It might have been exhilaration that caused him to overstate himself.
But ours was an arrangement of strangers who understood the subtleties of
The top of the route up Mount Willard is an old carriage trail. The light at the end of it
nudges novice and experienced walkers to keep trudging. MIKE CHERIM
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contact. And so, I felt concern when he noticed the three of them and began
to walk that way.
—You look very KNOWLEDGEABLE, very INFORMED, sir, he said,
standing over them, uninvited. He was speaking mostly in lowercase again,
using respectful words, yet sounding not quite respectful. Also, he was hovering too closely. There was no need to crowd; this was not rush hour. —I’m
not from New Hampshire. I’m from The Big City. Is that Crawford Notch?
The man nodded.
—And have you done a lot of hiking in these mountains?
He nodded again.
—And what exactly is your favorite mountain, sir? In all your years of
hiking?
It was his tone of voice that caused the boys to look up at their grandfather. They had caught a whiff of something unseemly, something a little
endangering, and they were worried.
—I’d say Mount Garfield, the old man said, politely.
—Is that so? And why is that, exactly?
The old man paused.
—Well, for one thing, you can see all the way into the Pemigewasset Wilderness. Also, I was married on Mount Garfield.
—No kidding!
The subway-seeker swept a hand toward everyone else on the summit,
inviting the rest of us into his amused interrogation. —That’s fantastic! Absolutely amazing! Married on a mountaintop, were you? How was it?
—The marriage had nowhere to go but down, the old man said.
Those of us listening (everyone) snickered. His grandsons didn’t understand, but they could tell their grandfather was holding his own.
Deflated by the wit of someone else, exposed for its lack in himself, the
subway-seeker took a step back. He was on top of his first mountain but
seemed to have lost interest in the view.
He wandered for a couple of minutes, not looking out to the horizon or
down to the highway or up to the clouds. No one noticed exactly when he
headed down. For that matter, no one knew exactly why he had come up.
The rest of sat on our separate rocks—with plenty of space between us—
and ate what we were eating. Pictures were taken, and people talked among
themselves. Those close enough to overhear learned a lot about glaciation.
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When the older man had rested, their group of three started back. I was
rested, too, and trailed behind. Now and then, one boy gave the other an
energizing punch, and they bickered about who would walk next to their
grandfather. He was limping even more heavily, wiping his neck with the
bandana, still talking softly. I heard him say,
—So, let’s figure this out: If it’s 1.6 miles to the summit, how far will that
make it round trip?
He had led them up a mountain and taught them mountain geology.
Then, he had taught them mountain dignity. Now, he was teaching them
mountain math.

Elissa Ely is a Boston-based community psychiatrist and nonfiction writer. She
created WBUR public radio’s “Remembrance Project.”
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A Week in the Wild
at Medawisla
One night in the wild for each hour he drove
Daniel Hudon
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I

arrived at Medawisla to silence. No jets, helicopters, no
garbage or recycling trucks, no jackhammers or car alarms. No air
conditioner fans. No leaf blowers. Missing, too, were the sounds of summer
lake recreation: motorboats and Jet Skis. The sun was high, and the trees
stood quiet. Beyond the waterfront cabins and bunkhouse, the Roach River
passed slowly, underlining the feeling of stillness. A few birds chirped. I’d
forgotten this was how things were in the wilderness.
I had spent the previous month at home in Boston watching the World
Cup, so I was desperate to connect to nature. Soccer had dominated my life,
and I worried how the digital world occupied my mind. Even while I was
reading a book, I felt perpetually distracted, wondering about new emails,
notifications, and updates on my various social media feeds. Now I wanted
to get lost in the wild. Medawisla Lodge and Cabins promised limited cell
reception and no Wi-Fi, so if I didn’t get lost, I could at least unplug for a
week. I also considered staying longer, to help with Maine Audubon’s annual
loon count at the end of my stay.
Medawisla Lodge is perched on a pond in the heart of the Maine Woods
and the 100-Mile Wilderness. I liked both names: Medawisla means loon in
the language of the Abenaki, who lived in the area for thousands of years, and
when I thought of the 100-Mile Wilderness, I thought I could get lost there.
But a map shows a landscape dominated by water. When glaciers receded
from the region 13,000 years ago, they scraped out 1,200 natural lakes and
ponds, like Second Roach, which the lodge overlooks. The 19-mile Roach
River winds through the area, spilling into several large, numbered ponds
before emptying into Moosehead Lake, the most impressive body of water
in the region. After passing through Greenville, Maine, I caught only brief
views of the lake, through gaps in the trees. Each time it was like a secret
being revealed.

Day 1
Desperate for a swim after six hours in the car, I followed the path between
the cabins to the pond. The waterfront opened into a cove ringed with
evergreens and edged by a marsh on one side and rocky outcroppings on the
Silence was the rule during the author’s time on Second Roach Pond, seen here from
the air. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN/ECOPHOTOGRAPHY
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other. Beyond the cove was a wooded island with the gentle slope of Farrar
Mountain in the background. The glaciers did not scrape deeply, so the water
is shallow, and they left behind a layer of crushed rocks on the bedrock. I
walked into the cool water and balanced my arms to try to prevent from
slipping on the slick rocks. After a few steps, I found it easier to crawl out
on hands and feet, like a crab, until the water was deep enough to swim.
Dragonflies descended on me, quick and curious. As I stroked out from the
shore, they landed and re-landed on my head and face, as if to initiate me.
One was bold enough to land on my upper lip.
I had indeed arrived.
Before dinner, I took a walk into the forest to find Hinkley Cove. As
I listened for birds, I wondered if I could somehow “level up” with the black
flies. Would the mini-menaces leave me alone after 10, or 100, or 1,000 bites?
A frog made two giant leaps to get out of my way, and chipmunks scampered
about, but the thick forest hid larger animals.
Though I felt anxious to do things, I was reminded of the slowness of time
in the wilderness at dinner. My tablemates expressed uncertainty about how
long they’d been there, and whether a hike they had done was one or two
days before. “Yesterday seems like ages ago,” one said. Most had made a long
weekend out of it and were envious that I was staying for six nights. “One
night for each hour in the car,” I told them.
In the evening, I took a kayak out, and the quiet began to seep into me.
The only sounds were the white noise of my ears ringing and the static of my
mind flexing and expanding into the landscape. I paddled out of the cove
and, just before reaching the main pond, saw a duck with her chicks on a
rocky point catching the last rays of sun. She had frizzed head feathers that
made her look like a punk rock star—a merganser. Even when I was at least
20 feet away, she muttered to her brood, got up, and led her chicks back into
the water, where they paddled furiously to keep up with her. Frogs thrummed
around the edge of the cove.
The long shoreline of the main pond seemed to divide known and
unknown. Do we know what lurks in the forest any better than what hides
under the surface of the water? Here, the water was reflecting the endless sky.
By the time I paddled back, a few people were sitting around the bonfire, and
I sometimes mistook the rising sparks for fireflies or stars.
In my journal, I drew a map of my new surroundings, labeling “Duck
Point” and the places where I’d seen frogs and fireflies, to create a set of living
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Medawisla lies east of Moosehead Lake in Maine’s 100-Mile Wilderness.
LARRY GARLAND/AMC
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landmarks in my mind. In bed with the bunkhouse to myself, I flung my
arms above my head and slept with abandon.

Day 2
A pair of loons floated in the cove. No wind blew, and the pond was like glass.
They swam perhaps 50 feet apart and seemed to occupy the space with an
uncanny and unassuming authority. Clouds hung low, and the loons drifted
through the still morning.
The forecast called for rain and thunderstorms all day, so I planned only a
short hike up nearby Shaw Mountain, which promised twin peaks to explore,
a view of the network of Roach ponds, and Katahdin in the distance. Beside
Emmit Brook, the forest trail was lined with ferns, the first plants to colonize a disturbed environment, and my favorite ancient plant. But when I got
to the top, the rain came down in earnest—no view—so I canceled further
exploration.
The rain broke that afternoon, so I took out a stand-up paddleboard. No
wind blew, and the pond was placid. I paddled out of the cove toward the
island and lay down on my back. As I watched the clouds, I slid into an
otherworldly nap.
In the evening, near the water, I didn’t know which direction to look:
Lightning flashed over the pond and rippled into the sky, while around
me fireflies blinked on and off silently among the trees, like miniature
alien spacecraft.

Day 3
My knee acts up in damp weather, and yesterday’s walk downhill in the rain
left me limping. I used it as an excuse to stick to paddling for the day. Initially,
I kept to the western shore because a sharp wind blew over the pond. A loon
came and went, as if conjured and dismissed by the pond. A raptor flew from
the shore to the island, and I wondered if it was the immature eagle some
guests had been talking about.
I paddled out of the cove, past the island, around the end of Hinkley
Point, and into Hinkley Cove, a long, narrow finger of the pond, almost a
mile deep, rimmed with marshes. It was prime moose habitat, one of the
animals I most wanted to see here. Moose are said to outnumber people by a
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Daniel Hudon heard the calls of the common loon, Gavia immer, from a distance.
The loons in this photo were captured with a long lens in New Hampshire; the rare
shore-nesting birds need space and respect to survive. See the article on loons’ struggles
in New Hampshire in Research, page 136. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN/ECOPHOTOGRAPHY

margin of three to one in this area of Maine, and an outfit in Greenville runs
tours up to where the tip of Hinkley Cove meets the road. But in the middle
of a hot July day, any moose in the area were probably resting deep in the
woods, and I saw none.
I returned to the cove in the evening and watched the sun set behind
the long flat top of Big Spencer Mountain. The wind dropped, and the sky
faded from pink to blue as twilight deepened. Loons called out their tremolo
(usually a danger call) from the eastern end of the pond.* As mists rose from
the marsh, I heard a few frogs sound off like the snap of thick elastic bands,
and farther away, a few birds called, too—urgent, with maniacal cackles,
whoops, or sawtooth cries. Mists drifted around me. My kayak was still.
* Loons make four distinct calls: the tremolo, the wail (the familiar, haunting call loons use to
locate each other), the yodel (used by males to defend their territory), and hoots (used between
mates; the sounds I heard between the pair earlier that summer would be described as hoots,
but they were softer and more varied than the word implies, as if in intimate dialogue).
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The night sky is wild in its silence, randomness, and tranquility. We know
how the stars live and die, their entire life cycles—and that we are made of
stardust. Yet on this dark night, the stars are wild in the mysteries they carry.
With the crescent moon setting, Deneb, Vega, and Altair, the three bright
stars that make up the Summer Triangle, were emerging.
Scorpio was rising above Shaw Mountain in the south, and I’d forgotten
how big the “teapot” in Sagittarius is. Slowly, the Milky Way was starting
to glow. And here were the planets following sundown. Venus shone on the
water, next to the crescent moon, and Jupiter was just as bright. Saturn trailed
behind, only slightly dimmer.
Then I noticed a bright red light appear at the top of Trout Mountain, just
south of the pond’s eastern end. I wondered if it could have been a beacon
from a fire lookout station. I stopped paddling and remained motionless on
the water to see if the light would move. It rose above the trees on the mountain. It was Mars! I had seen it singing out in Boston near the moon a few
weeks ago and remembered reading that its closest approach in fifteen years
was just over a week away. Its brilliance stunned me.
Paddling back to the cove, the moon lit up the mists so the water looked
like an ice rink, and like a skater after a few sure strides, I glided home.

Day 4
Adventure day. My knee was still sore, so my plan was to drive 3 miles to
Trout Pond, whose shape resembles an outstretched cat, pick up a boat there,
and portage over to Fourth and Third Roach ponds. As soon as I entered the
water at Trout Pond, a loon appeared and then disappeared. The sun was
beginning to flex its strength, so I took my time paddling around the rim of
the pond and sought shade whenever possible. As I approached, a blue jay
fled up the shore, and a turtle plopped into the water.
I paddled slowly, often with a dragonfly for a copilot, keeping an eye out
for any movements but also simply looking at the shore: how the rocks and
boulders piled up, how the trees stood, where the evergreens gave way to
poplar or birch, which trees were dying, which ones were hanging out over
the water or about to topple in, which ones were so resilient they were rooted
in rock, where the bird sounds—random chits and chirps—were coming
from, the direction and feel of the wind, the stillness of Trout Mountain,
Shaw Mountain, and the hills. The act of looking overwhelmed the act of
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wondering, so I fell into a meditative calm without trying. Now and then, a
birdcall awakened the deeper machinery of my mind, and my neurons fired
to extract where the sound was last heard.
I found the first portage without too much trouble, lifting and dragging my
kayak through the woods. This, I reminded myself, was part of the adventure:
to carry your boat over your shoulder through the woods, watching every step
so you don’t turn an ankle, and to come to an opening in the trees where you
see for the first time the delicious, deserted waters you’ll be exploring. It was
only 0.1 mile and fairly flat, but when I took a break I thought of Fitzcarraldo
dragging his boat over a mountain in the Amazon.
The portage to Fourth Roach opened to the western end of the mile-long
pond. A couple of forested islands emerged. Boulders strewn about the water
gave it a feeling of being formed eons ago but never finished. A long, narrow
peninsula, with a stand of red pine, broke up the middle. I noticed a small,
gravelly beach with a couple of glacial erratics off the shore—a perfect place
for a swim. The second portage was only 200 feet, and you could almost “lie
with your face in the one and your toes in the other,” as Thoreau said about
another short portage in the Maine Woods. By this time, although I’d spent
most of the day paddling around the shaded rims of the ponds, the heat was
getting to me, so when I got to Third Roach, I did little more than seek shade
and take a nap.
Given the remoteness of the ponds, I hoped I had discovered a hidden
animal playground, like some watering hole in the Serengeti, but I didn’t see
anything larger than a chipmunk, certainly no moose. I had not yet learned
to think like an animal. I’m sure both the road cuts and the openness of
the pond induce wariness. But I was pleased that I had successfully read the
map, found the portages, spotted loons on each pond, and, when not fighting
against the poor tracking of my kayak, I had felt entranced with the simple
act of looking.
On my evening paddle, I was determined to see a moose, so I went
deep into Hinkley Cove, to the beaver dam, as far as I could go. As the light
faded from the sky, I had to look two or three times at fallen logs in the marsh
because so many things seemed moose-shaped. But nothing moved except for
black flies and mosquitoes that prevented me from staying later. Again I heard
the call of loons from the far end of the pond. As I paddled back around the
point, half a dozen fireflies flickered among the evergreens and lit them up
like Christmas trees.
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Day 5
It happened. I got lost. Not lost where I couldn’t find my way, but lost in
space and time, unsure even of who I was. It was fleeting yet indelible. I got
up out of the bunkhouse sometime before breakfast and intended to head
down to the water to see if any animals were hanging about in the cove, as
I’d done every morning. I closed the door of the bunkhouse and looked up
into the blue summer sky, the same summer sky I had seen upon arrival and
enjoyed since the rain clouds had cleared a day and a half ago. Suddenly, I
didn’t know how long I’d been at Medawisla, how much longer I was staying,
and whether I even had a life elsewhere. It was as if I’d been there forever, that
this was my life now and always had been. Time didn’t pass here. I just existed
here, where I was meant to be.
I went down to the water, where the pond lets out over the
rocks into the Roach River, giving a perpetual swishing sound, and found a
snake sunning itself on the rocks. I thought of D. H. Lawrence’s “Snake,” the
quintessential encounter-with-nature poem, in which the poet is honored by
meeting the serpent until, overcome with the animal’s lore, he is suddenly
repulsed and scares it away. We all wish for the encounter, but we want a tame
one. We don’t want to be frightened or repulsed. We want to be honored.
I had that feeling earlier the same summer, on another lake in Maine.
I saw a loon as I went for a morning paddle and casually tried to follow it.
It disappeared under the surface to feed and appeared again elsewhere, as
if by magic. Eventually I lost the bird. But I continued to explore the lake,
and when I went into a small cove, I found the loon swimming there with
its mate. It was like passing through a hidden door in the animal kingdom.
They were cooing to one another and kept up a constant dialogue as they
swam about, perhaps getting ready to build a nest. I was about 15 feet away
and didn’t try to get closer. They were preoccupied with each other, but I got
the sense they were allowing me to stay, honoring me with their presence, as
it were, as if they were some kind of animal royalty. After a few minutes, the
special audience was over. They dived under the surface and disappeared.
At breakfast, I heard of another moose sighting, opposite to the point I
was at the previous night, in the marsh beyond what I called Duck Point. The
moose had risen out of the water, glistening with liquid, shining with light,
like some sort of mythical creature. “You just have to keep looking,” one of
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my tablemates said. For a moose, she meant, but in my mind, I heard, “for
the wild.”
In the afternoon, with the sky clear and the temperature in the mid-80s,
I paddled from one shady spot to the next. Above the southeastern end of
the pond, a chain saw roared into life, interrupting the quiet. The sound
carried easily on the water, so I had to abandon my niche on the north side
of the pond and venture across to the southern side, in the hope the trees
would muffle the noise. It worked, and I found a poplar grove that shaded an
outcropping of boulders. I tried to get comfortable in the curve of one. Did
I doze off? A frog came out from the water’s edge, sat stoically, and stared at
my kayak.
On the opposite shore, a pair of crows cried out all afternoon with wails
that sounded all too human. Now and then there was a ruckus, some loud
squabble over territory or mate that sounded vaguely mischievous, and I was
reminded of the poet Ruth Salter’s comments on the orphaned and injured
wild birds she rehabilitated in Idaho. Her favorites (she wrote in 2000 in the
journal Sheila-Na-Gig) were “crows and magpies because they are rowdy and
know how to have fun.”
The pond was a blue medallion. I swam. Each time I came out of the
water, I felt like the first amphibian climbing onto primeval land.
In my evening paddle, I went out in a canoe with another guest, Liz, who
knew a few bird songs. As the light from the sky faded, and the moon and
planets began to shine, we sat motionless in the pond and listened for any
birds that had not yet gone quiet. She told me about the song of the whitethroated sparrow, a simple, elegant three-note song that I had heard on the
edge of the woods. Finally, in the symphony of songs I had heard all week, I
now knew—and would never forget—one of the singers.

Day 6
I got up early to help with Maine Audubon’s annual loon count. I volunteered
to count at the far end of the pond, 2 miles down from the lodge, where I
had heard the birds all week. Katie Yakubowski, the organizer, took the cove
and island area, and another couple drove down to Trout Pond. Last night,
Yakubowski had told us some of the natural history of loons. They mate on
ponds, and it takes the chicks seven years to mature—on the ocean. They
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will abandon nests if threatened, and males will sometimes take over another
male’s mate. They can dive more than 150 feet, and they swallow fish whole,
sometimes even choking to death. Juveniles fledge over about eight weeks. In
2017, 2,817 adults and 453 chicks were counted in the southern half of Maine.
I was on the pond in my kayak at 6 a.m. under the calm, clear blue sky and
abundant sunshine. I had to paddle down to the far end of the pond for the
count between 7 and 7:30 a.m., sticking to the northern shore to get the sun
out of my eyes. I heard a loon call from behind me, deep in Hinkley Cove,
and another from the far end of the pond or perhaps beyond—the direction I
was heading. The pond was a sheet of blue, so visibility was superb, but today
of all days I saw no loons. Binoculars revealed a pair of crows goofing off on
the shore, but no loons.
On my way back for breakfast, a bald eagle swooped through the sky
ahead of me. And I heard a loon call from behind me. Had I missed him? Was
he playing games? Luckily, the others were successful: The couple counted a
pair of adults, and Katie counted an adult and a chick. (Though, of course,
null sightings are data points.)
But I saw a moose. On my way down to the far end of the pond, I paddled
around Duck Point, where others had seen a moose, and he was there, waiting in the marsh. He’d seen me coming, a blue vessel on the water, and kept
his eye on me. I reached into my bag for my camera and pulled out my phone
at the same time. Not having any of this “honoring” business, he walked
across the glade, crashed through the bushes, and was gone.
I returned to the marsh on my way back, and to my surprise, the moose
stood there again, wary, knee deep in the water. I zoomed in with my camera
and saw his luscious, chocolate-brown coat, mercifully missing any signs of
scruff from trying to rub ticks off. The small antlers didn’t seem to fit such a
fabled creature. This time he waited a little longer before clambering out of
the water and making his loud exit.
By the time I showed up for a late breakfast at 8:30 a.m., I had already
paddled 4 miles, heard but not seen loons, seen a moose twice and a bald
eagle once. I floated all morning.
With my week winding down, after a spell of reading in my hammock in
the shade, I walked the 2.7-mile Lakeside Trail to the far end of the pond and
back in the late afternoon. It was a long, tree-lined corridor with only a few
glades where an expanse of sky was visible. I passed the source of yesterday’s
chain saw noise, where a trail crew was taking out culverts and widening the
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trail. Given the time of day, most birds were quiet, but I heard the whitethroated sparrow whistle its familiar three thin notes.
I went for a last, evening paddle, again with Liz. The scene was much like
it had been all week: the pond serene, the sky over Big Spencer fading from
pink to blue to darker blue, the moon and planets gleaming, the chorus of
frogs striking up. On this night, a loon swam nearby.

Day 7
A quest for my last morning: to find what I have named the Bird that Sings in
the Heart of the Forest. I heard its flutelike song on my hike up Shaw Mountain and heard it again as I hiked Lakeside Trail. It was as distinctive as a loon’s
but a whole different quality. Always from deep in the woods. I walked the
trail out to Hinkley Point and heard the familiar white-throated sparrow and
the staccato, happy call of the song sparrow, and got recordings of a couple
of other birds I still haven’t identified. I might have caught the mystery bird’s
sound in the distance on a video on my way out of the forest. Could it be a
hermit thrush? Its identity still eludes me. So for now I will invert its name.
I will not call it the Bird that Sings in the Heart of the Forest. For the ponds,
marshes, and glades that throb with life, the trees that undulate over the hills,
rising and rising again, the susurrus of the river, and the pulse of the wild stillness, the heart of the forest sings like a bird.

Daniel Hudon is a writer and lecturer in Boston. His most recent book is Brief
Eulogies for Lost Animals: An Extinction Reader (Pen & Anvil Press, 2017). Visit him
at danielhudon.com.

Learn more about Medawisla at outdoors.org/medawisla. We recommend the
Maine Mountain Guide, 11th Edition, edited by Carey M. Kish (AMC Books,
2018).
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Turning Back
A backcountry trip in Yellowstone tests a skier’s sense of danger
Lisa Ballard
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I

’ve skied down remote and settled slopes for most of my life
and have a honed sense of terrain, but in the spring of 2018, I faced a dread
in Yellowstone National Park that reminded me how important gut instincts
are. I’ve visited Yellowstone a dozen times. I love to test myself physically and
mentally in its wild corners, away from the millions who visit the park each
year. Every time I go, I experience something new, and I often think about
an early Yellowstone-area fur trapper named John Colter because, like him,
I’ve scared myself there.
In 1808, Colter almost died on an exploratory fur-trapping expedition
into Yellowstone for Manuel Lisa’s Missouri Fur Company. It was Colter’s
second time in this geologically active region, which he called, “a stinking
place where springs spout steam and boiling water.” People who had heard
his stories called Yellowstone “Colter’s Hell.” The Blackfoot Indians, whose
territory he was trapping, captured him, stripped off his clothes, and told him
to run. Colter ran naked through the wilderness in a backcountry game of cat
and mouse with Blackfoot warriors who desired his scalp. Miraculously, he
escaped. The area was indeed Colter’s Hell. This all happened seven decades
before it became the first U.S. national park.
I have often wondered why Colter didn’t turn back, even though
Yellowstone’s landscape made him feel a sense of dread. This is the aspect of
Colter that stayed with me as I ran into my own terror on what started out as
a lighthearted backcountry skiing trip.
In spring, many months’ worth of powder turn into delightful
corn snow if you hit it right. My husband, Jack, and I met several friends
atop Sylvan Pass (elevation 8,530 feet), a high point in the road that enters
Yellowstone from its east gate, 53 miles west of Cody, Wyoming. I had heard
rumor of Yellowstone’s untracked bowls and glades and longed to ski them.
There were no lifts, of course, but having skied Tuckerman Ravine on Mount
Washington almost every spring since the early 1980s, I didn’t mind hiking
for my turns. It had become a rite of spring. The tradition would simply be
in a different place.
From Sylvan Pass, we thought we had two options: Top Notch Peak
(10,238 feet) on the south side of the road and Avalanche Peak (10,566 feet)
on the north side. Our plan was to skin up one of them. (Skinning is skiing
uphill with synthetic fur on the bottom of the skis. This provides traction
Skiers head toward Top Notch Peak.

LISA BALLARD
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to avoid slipping backward.) Although the snowbanks were higher than our
SUV, with one glance at Avalanche Peak from the pass, our decision was obvious. Avalanche, with its southern exposure, had only a patchwork of snow
here and there. It looked unskiable, but Top Notch appeared promising. Our
friend John, who organized the trip, told us Top Notch was “a nice ski,” and
that from the top we would see Yellowstone Lake.
We put on our skis by the side of the small pull-out then headed into the
woods on a route John knew well, although there was no discernible trail.
Numerous ski tracks wandered off here and there among the conifers. Our
group of six, including two of John’s friends from Cody and one of ours from
Orford, New Hampshire, followed in our colorfully clad train.
At 7 a.m. the forest floor was crusty, shaded from the first tendrils of
sunshine and subject to a cycle of daytime thaws and evening freezes. We
weaved among the Douglas firs, climbing steadily with each stride. I heated
up quickly from the steady exertion, enjoying the steady slide, step, slide, step
of my skis as my breathing picked up. Our pace was steady but reasonable.

Top Notch Peak seemed to hold enough snow for the group to ski down it.

LISA BALLARD
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An hour into our ascent,
the temperature climbed
above freezing, and four of us
stripped to T-shirts. John took
his shirt off. “Funny how 40
degrees feels tropical after a
long winter below freezing,”
I mused.
It was 20 degrees warmer
in the valley than on the side
of Top Notch Peak. We had
spent the night at John’s cabin
in the small settlement of
Wapiti, just outside the park’s
boundary. What a difference a
thousand feet makes! Around
the cabin, the grass was
green, and the lupine were
in full bloom. The previous
afternoon, I had gone for
Mike Gimmeson, an experienced backcountry
a walk. It was a short one, skier in Yellowstone National Park, pauses while
only a few hundred yards, as skinning up Top Notch Peak. LISA BALLARD
a mammoth-sized bull bison
lounged on the hillside just below the cabin.
The next day, the day of our backcountry skiing adventure, seemed
perfect, with cloudless, azure skies and no wind. Top Notch Peak has a
double-humped summit. It was 2.1 miles to the top, with a gain of 1,840 feet.
We would, indeed, work for our turns.
As we crested each knoll, the view got grander and grander. Then we
reached a ridge where we got our first look at a few ski lines. I was ready to
drop in. “Not yet,” said John, pointing to a narrow swath of snow between
two tall banks. A white bowl poked up invitingly from the far end of the
white corridor.
We kept going. The corridor ended at the bottom of an impressive cirque.
I dearly wanted to climb it.
A number of oversized snowballs had rolled down the headwall here and
there, gathering size the farther they went. A small avalanche of them had
churned up the otherwise smooth surface about a third of the way across the
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expanse. Looking at the conditions, an alarm sounded somewhere deep within
my brain. The small hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood on end.
“Let’s go up,” drooled one of the others, seeing only the untracked snow.
“I’m going back,” I murmured, remembering some advice that David
Breashears, a veteran of numerous Everest expeditions, once gave me. “Listen
to your instincts in the mountains,” he said. It was a casual tidbit offered over
a Thanksgiving dinner more than twenty years ago. His words echoed in my
head. My instincts were on full alert.
Avalanches are typically triggered by precipitation, wind drifting, or
drastic temperature changes. These cause a layer of snow to become too heavy
to adhere to the snow underneath. On Top Notch, the top layer had become
soft and heavy in the sun each day and then had frozen each night for at least
a week. The slide down the bowl was new, within the last 24 hours. What’s
more, the weight of the surface snow was getting heavier by the minute under
the morning sun, perhaps enough for gravity to pull more of it down the
slope. A skier could set it off, too.
A pitch does not need to be super-steep to let go, only 25 degrees, or the
equivalent of an intermediate trail at a ski area, although the steeper the slope,
the more likely it is to slide under uneven snow loads. The bowl before us
looked nearly flat at the bottom but quickly got vertical, about 45 degrees at
the top. It reminded me of the headwall in Tuckerman Ravine, except for the
lack of “lunch rocks” at the bottom. There were no spectators here, just our
small band of backcountry skiers.
The others looked at me, surprised. Then the mood of the group turned
thoughtful, as I am usually the first one to say, “Let’s go!” especially when it
comes to skiing something steep and untracked.
“Come on, Lisa,” said one of the other skiers, “You’ve climbed all this way.
You’re almost there. Just a little higher, and you’ll get an awesome view, not to
mention a great run down.”
I hesitated. To get to that spot had required much more effort than just
our half-day climb. Days of planning, gathering gear, traveling, and the money
. . . hadn’t I earned these turns? The mountain tempted me. It called to me,
like many peaks do. Getting to the top and then skiing down its whitemantled cape had filled my thoughts for days. Yet now that I was here, I
had second thoughts. The conditions weren’t perfect. They weren’t even close
to good, judging by the recent snowslide that now softened in the morning sun.
Did I have the willpower to trust my senses? I felt like a hungry dieter peering
at a bowl of candy.
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But getting caught in an avalanche would not be sweet. The thought
unnerved me. I knew what I must do. I turned around to head back the way
we had come.
My friend from Orford joined me. The others continued on, but instead
of heading up the bowl as originally planned, they decided to play it “safe.”
They skinned up the ridge on the side of the cirque. Luckily their route proved
stable. We met them at the trailhead on Sylvan Pass a couple of hours later.
“Are you disappointed about not reaching the top of Top Notch?” one
friend asked.
The ones who made it to the top got both the glorious view then a couple
thousand feet of skiing bliss on buttery corn snow. I had carefully picked my
way down through tight timber.
No, I was not disappointed. “I loved every moment of it,” I said, “until we
saw the avalanche.”
Of course, nothing had happened. Had I overreacted?
Some say explorers have a sixth sense that warns them of danger, yet it’s
hard to heed that intangible warning when a hard-earned goal is in sight. I
listened on Top Notch Mountain. I’m convinced the danger was real. The
others who made it to the top were lucky, even though they chose the smartest
approach of all possible ways once they got up there.
I thought again of John Colter, who had escaped from the Blackfeet,
perhaps over Sylvan Pass. (Historians believe he likely entered Yellowstone
from Cody.)
I have no regrets. Reaching the summit would have been wonderful, but
the day was still memorable. I had skinned up most of a mountain in one of
the most scenic places on earth. How could that be disappointing?
Editor’s note: To all those who head to Tuckerman Ravine in the White Mountains
this spring, may you keep David Breashears’s advice to Lisa Ballard foremost in
your minds.

A longtime member of the AMC and a professional skier, Lisa Ballard (formerly
Lisa Densmore) has trekked and skied around the globe. When she’s not climbing or
schussing down a mountain, she writes about her adventures for various magazines
and websites from her base camps in Red Lodge, Montana, and Chateaugay Lake,
New York. Visit her at lisaballardoutdoors.com.
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A Line of Scouts
Personal history from Mead Base Camp
in Center Sandwich, New Hampshire
William Geller
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J

oin me on a weeklong group backpacking trip in August 1966.
I was a 19-year-old leader of a group of 53, mostly Boy Scouts and a few
leaders. We would walk through New Hampshire’s Sandwich Notch, cross
over Sandwich Dome, pass through Waterville Valley and Greeley Ponds,
into the depths of the Pemigewasset Wilderness. Next we would climb
the Hancocks on a side trip then traverse the Bonds to Zeacliff Trail and
Zealand Falls, down into Crawford Notch, and up Crawford Path to Mount
Washington. We would exit down Tuckerman Ravine Trail.
Yes, the group numbered 53. Today’s Leave No Trace principles would
break up a group like this into five groups. Back then, we rarely saw anyone
else in the White Mountains. We did not meet another backpacking group
on this trip. The only place we saw anyone was at the Appalachian Mountain
Club’s Zealand Falls Hut. Only a few hikers shared Crawford Path and
Tuckerman Ravine Trail with us.
How did we keep track of all of the people? How did we cook for them
all? Suppose someone got hurt? For eight weeks of each summer from 1964
through 1968, my home was the southern end of the White Mountain
National Forest, near today’s Sandwich Range Wilderness. The place, today
known as Friends of Mead Base Conservation Center, was called, officially,
the New Hampshire Daniel Webster Council Boy Scouts of America Mead
Wilderness Base Camp. The old house and tenting sites lie off Sandwich
Notch Road, at the foot of Mount Israel.
The four trip leaders—Rangers Jerry McDonald, Dean and Dave Cilley,
and me, all under 22—greeted everyone and introduced them to others. By
midafternoon, scouts and parents gathered in a circle with packs to begin this
adventure. McDonald told us this year’s group was the largest ever, roughly
twice the size of a normal trip.
Ranger Jerry gave us a speech about packing. I remember it going like this:
“Everyone wants to have fun on this trip, and that starts with
the weight of your pack. So, let’s begin with each of you emptying
the contents of your pack. Here’s what I want you to put in your
packing pile. The first item is a rubberized waterproof bag; our
canvas packs are not waterproof, so, if you don’t have one, we will
loan you one. Include your sleeping bag and a ground cloth, which

William Geller in 1967, when he was known as “Ranger Bill,” pausing while leading a
group over a suspension bridge spanning the East Branch of the Pemigewasset River. This
bridge no longer stands. COURTESY OF WILLIAM GELLER
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will keep the bottom of your sleeping bag dry. Don’t include an air
mattress. From your mess kit, take only your cup, bowl, and spoon.
Pack your raincoat or poncho. Include your compass, a pocketknife,
if you want, small bar of soap, and toothbrush and paste. For clothes,
pack only two pair socks, two changes of underwear, something for
warmth, like a wool jack shirt or sweater, and one extra shirt you’ll keep
clean for special occasions.”
He told us to leave behind our bug nets, toilet paper, canteens, flashlights,
large sheath knives, towels, hatchets or saws, and first-aid kits—the leaders
carried one for the group.
“Now we’ll distribute other necessities,” he said. These included 8-by8-foot canvas tarps, under which four would sleep; the cooking gear for the
group—eight large 25-cup pots and four 9-inch fry pans—and a scouring pad
per person; and dehydrated food for the first day.
“We’ll be having three food drops,” he said. (Someone would deliver our
food at designated road crossings at an appointed time.) “If you have a large
pot, stuff your gear inside it; we will be keeping the outside of the pots as
clean as the inside.”
He then said, “Go ahead and repack.”
We did not carry water but drank water untreated from streams and
ponds. One heavy flashlight served the group. We cooked over fires for two
meals a day, rain or shine, using only wood: “If you can’t snap it, scrap it.” We
appreciated the relatively new dehydrated trail food.
We left Mead Base by 7 a.m. on a Monday morning and hiked single file.
We stayed together without exception. Everyone walked at a pace the person
behind him could keep. If the person behind fell back, then the person in
front slowed down. When the first person in line reached a trail junction, he
stopped and everyone behind also stopped. At break or mealtime we left our
packs in a line at the edge of the trail. Any time the line stopped or started,
the lead scout started counting off to be sure everyone was present.
From the empty, dirt Sandwich Notch Road, we turned onto Algonquin
Trail, which took us to Sandwich Dome. In those days the summit was open,
with just a few short trees. A magnificent cairn stood six or so feet in diameter
and more than seven feet high. We joked with the scouts about climbing up
the cairn a few feet to touch 4,000 feet. We could see Mount Washington,
Waterville Valley, the expanse of the Pemigewasset wilderness (which became
a federally designated Wilderness in 1984), and the Bonds—all on our path
north to Washington.
86 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 86

10/28/19 1:39 PM

#
Sandwich
Dome

Sandwich
Notch

S and

Mead

w ic

hN
h
ot c

# Mt Israel

Went
w

or t

Rd

hT
r

Tr

Mead
Base
Di
am

Rt 113

on
d

Led

ge R d

Center
Sandwich

Squam Lake

Mead Base Camp is situated at the end of a back road in Center Sandwich,
New Hampshire, at the southern end of the White Mountain National Forest.
LARRY GARLAND/AMC
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Sandwich Dome was also the site of the only accident on a trip I ever
had; it took place on the same route two years later, in 1968. A scout fell and
injured his leg after we had departed the summit area. Everyone stopped.
Some scouts went in search of two long poles for a litter; others dug into their
packs for jackets and raincoats for the litter’s “basket”; the remainder rested
for the carry down the mountain. The scouts were simply putting to use their
training. Four scouts lifted the litter and the rest of the group followed. With
the large group and frequent rotations, the litter and all the scouts arrived
at the food drop in Waterville Valley close to the appointed time. This was
the only time in my work in the White Mountains when someone did not
complete a trip.
But back to 1966: We descended Sandwich Dome on Drakes Brook Trail
into Waterville Valley, and everyone was looking forward to cooling off in
the brook. Once we had collected the food drop, we drifted into the woods
near Drakes Brook to set up sleeping tarps and collect firewood for both the
evening and morning meals. A substantial number of scouts had been with
us on previous trips, knew the routine, and provided guidance. No one ever
asked me where to pitch a tarp, and no one ever complained about getting wet
on a rainy night. The motto became, “We can camp anyplace.” I’ve revisited
many of our camping places, and in most cases, my thought was, Where in
heck did they put up those tarps?
Likewise, I now shake my head at how we cooked for 53 on a single fire.
By the end of the week, everyone had taken a turn stirring the dehydrated
food with long sticks, trying to keep it from burning inside the large pots
suspended on a pole. Everyone took turns tending the fire and washing pots.
The breakfast menu was the same every day: cocoa, pancakes (which scouts
labeled “sinkers”), maple syrup, and applesauce.
As soon as we cooked the last pancake, other scouts were filling the
cooking pots and dousing the fire. By using only small sticks, we left no
partially burned chunks of wood. We scattered the leftover wood, ashes,
and the charred rocks and covered the area with fresh leaves and other
natural debris.
On Tuesday, we passed Waterville Valley Inn, where guests were drinking
coffee on the porch. Jerry called for a song, and we waved. That drew more
people to the porch. We sang a lot on the trail, but we rarely yelled.
At the end of the road, not far above the inn, was the Greeley Pond trailhead and our entry point to the Pemi. We took a break at Greeley Pond, one
of those special, picturesque places. No one was in the shelter area, so we did
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“Ranger Bill” Geller demonstrates cooking pancakes for the boys at Mead Base Camp.
COURTESY OF WILLIAM GELLER

our usual pickup of trash in the fireplace and other litter. Often people cooked
in cans and aluminum foil, which they apparently thought would eventually
burn up. The scouts also picked up any litter along the trails. Another motto:
“Leave it cleaner than you found it.”
By early afternoon, we had left the litter and picked up the food drop at
the Kancamagus Highway crossing, and we had reached the Cedar Brook
and Hancock Loop trails junction. Here we went west off Cedar Brook Trail,
crossed North Fork Hancock Branch, and camped. Some scouts took a side
trip up the Hancocks on the Loop Trail, and others relaxed, picked berries,
and cooled off in the stream.
Soon after we left in the morning on Cedar Brook Trail, we
started dropping to the East Branch of the Pemigewasset River and got a view
of Bondcliff and Mount Bond, our destination. Everyone loved the open area
from the cliffs to the summit. On the summit they looked back to Sandwich
Dome and ahead to Mount Washington.
Beyond Bond and West Bond, near the junction with the trail to Guyot
Shelter, we stopped. Typically we avoided using shelters. Here, we drifted well
off the trail. We knew this was a lousy place for water and a fire. While tarp
mates set up, others went for water at the shelter, a bit of a hike. Jerry and I
had found a rock pile for a fire site. The scouts lifted a layer of rocks from it,
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set them aside, then filled the crevasses with small rocks to minimize coals
falling deeper into the rocks. Once we were done in the morning, the mosscovered rocks they had carefully lifted off were put back in place. If anyone
else ever used this fire site, they too kept it camouflaged.
Thursday felt easy. We left the Guyot area, stopped at Zeacliff, then
Zealand Falls Hut, where the hut crew peppered the scouts with questions:
Where did you start hiking? Where are you going? How long have you been
out? Where have you camped? Who is doing the cooking? What are you eating? What are you using for tents? Where are the food drops? How do you
stay together?
The boys enjoyed the attention. From there we went on across A–Z Trail
to Crawford Notch and our last food drop. We went up Crawford Path a way,
cut into the woods to Gibbs Brook, crossed it, and made camp.
Friday morning we entered fog so thick on Crawford Path that we couldn’t
see from one cairn to the next. The line stopped, I waited, but we didn’t
move or count off, so I made my way to the front to observe a fatherly Forest
Service ridge-runner talking to the lead scouts. The first words I heard were,
“How many are in your group?”
A scout replied, “Fifty-three, sir.”
With a stunned face, the ridge-runner asked: “Are you all here in one
group on this trail?”
The emphatic reply: “Oh, yes! Want us to count off?”
The ridge-runner smiled and said, “No, that’s not necessary.” He added,
“Someday I’d like my son to be on a trip from your camp.”
On Mount Washington, hundreds of people saw us. We arrived at the
summit, placed our packs in one long neat row, put on our special-occasion
shirts, and spent a couple of hours wandering and answering strangers’ questions. People seemed amazed that we had been out all week.
We camped Friday night in Tuckerman Ravine near a brook west of
Hermit Lake at the base of the wall of Lion Head, using our own tarps again.
Jerry and I knew an old, nearly invisible, overgrown path that led to this
spot, an old campsite, where we would be out of sight. The rangers had not
posted any No Camping signs, but we knew they did not want folks camping
there. It was a terrible mess of rusty old cans, metal, broken glass, bottles, and
more—so bad no one would want to camp there, if they could find it. But we
selected a couple places for trash piles and quietly got to work. The amount
of trash was staggering; think of what 53 people can pick up in an hour-plus.
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We did not have bags enough for all we picked up, but we figured the ravine
ranger would.
As some scouts began cooking and others set up tarps, the ranger, having
smelled the smoke, followed his nose to the site. He walked over to those
cooking and asked who was in charge. They pointed to me. In a polite but
firm tone he said, “I really can’t let you camp here.”
I replied, “I know, but these scouts have really worked hard to clean up
the mess in this area,” and I pointed out the two huge piles of trash he had
not observed. “We’re going to carry this out, if you have bags enough for us
to use, and we’ll be out before 7 a.m. tomorrow morning.”
He paused and then said, “Thank you. You can spend the night here, but
please don’t do this again. A few of your boys can follow me and get bags.”
As it turns out, we participated in what we would now recognize
as forest wilderness stewardship. We were not always perfect during those five
years, but the one time we did not hike in single file is when we left a trail
to find a camping area. By the time of this trip, I had learned and observed a
great deal. The reasons why we did what we did had to do with practical matters, such as safety, cleanliness, human decency, and respect for others. At 19, I
had no conscious concept of stewardship or best practices for the preservation
of a wilderness. But I loved the forest wilderness, and camping where no one
else had, and not having anyone else discover that spot.
What I like to think repeated itself was that these young men continued
to hike over the next 55 years and instilled in others the lessons of their Mead
Base experience. They hiked in a single group that always stayed together so
that no one got lost. They left no trash and carried out what others had left.
They did not cut live trees. They generally camped where others did not,
well away from the trail, and left no trace of a herd path or fireplace. They
eliminated rogue fire sites. They left the shelters and designated camping sites
for whom they were intended, single individuals and groups of two or three.

William Geller, a retiree who explores the outdoors in every season, lives in Farmington, Maine. His research and writing are available at his website, Mountain Explorations: sites.google.com/a/maine.edu/mountain-explorations. “Ranger Bill” would
enjoy hearing from anyone who went on a trip with him. Contact him at geller@
maine.edu.
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Ongoing
Action heals a wound
Sarah Ruth Bates
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I

stood under the makeshift roof of the open trunk, threaded
my arms through the straps of my backpack, and leaned forward to take
the weight.
Pain shot through my right ankle. I’d rolled it two weeks earlier but
thought it had healed.
I’d convinced my older brother to drive me three hours from Boston
to northwestern Massachusetts. I planned to hike the Long Trail, solo, up
through Vermont, 272 miles to Canada. We’d found the trailhead through
rain that fogged the car windows.
I turned little circles in the dry space under the trunk door, testing. Pain,
then a good step, pain again, good steps, then pain, more insistent.
I slipped out of the backpack, which toppled into the trunk. I cried.
Michael drove us home.
A doctor and a physical therapist both said I’d be back on the trail in two
weeks. So I put my perishables in the fridge, iced the ankle every night, and
caught up on Game of Thrones. The physical therapist checked my strength
and range of motion. A flash of pain brought bile to my tongue.
The sausage and cheese in the fridge grew mold. I tried not to worry,
which made me worry more. I saw another doctor, an acupuncturist, and
four physical therapists. In a session with one, I pulled my right adductor, a
muscle of the inner thigh. I wore an orthopedic boot for months. I turned
down running, rock climbing, skiing, hiking, even playing around with a
soccer ball in the kitchen with my brother. I felt pain with every other step.
I came back to the trailhead two years later. My squad of
medical consultants reassured me that I wouldn’t injure myself permanently,
but “it could be uncomfortable.”
I packed for the ankle, as though I was bringing along supplies for an
infant: an Ace bandage; a tennis ball for rolling out knotted muscles; and
an oozy, gel-filled wrap that cooled when exposed to air, for icing without a
freezer. Three progressively emptier Greyhound buses got me to Williamstown,
Massachusetts, in early afternoon.
I walked 2.5 miles through town to the trailhead, wearing a 40-plus-pound
Osprey pack. Each footstep felt heavy, like landing a jump from a low height.

The author at Corliss Camp Shelter, along Vermont’s Long Trail, just a few days’ walk
from Canada. COURTESY OF SARAH RUTH BATES
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I left the sidewalk for the trail. It wound up a hill. I listened to my labored
breathing. Birds sang; sunlight filtered through leaves, dappling the ground.
A few uphill miles brought me to the junction with the Appalachian Trail,
which runs concurrently with the Long Trail for a hundred-odd miles.
I found the sign for the AT above a mess of strewn granite and turned.
The afternoon light became golden, shadows lengthening. I saw the large
wooden sign for the beginning of the Long Trail. Big moments are difficult on
the trail alone: There’s no one to mark them with you. I reverted to millennial
rituals and took a selfie with the sign before walking on.
I’d planned to sleep in a shelter, 3 miles into the Long Trail. But the light
waned. The heat lifted. A breeze shifted the leaves. I was tired—from the
years of worrying about this day more than from the physical labors of it.
I walked into the woods, unclipped my backpack, and lowered it.
I hung my hammock and ate pasta with little meatball pellets, straight
from the pot. I looked at the camp I’d set up, my first little home on the Long
Trail. Sure, I’d walked just a mile and a half of the trail, but it was a mile and
a half farther than I’d gone two years ago.
I woke up to rain. I’d dropped a boot outside the tarp, and it had filled. I
poured out a Starbucks cup’s worth of water, shook the boot, and put it back
on. The wet brought slugs, too. They clung to my tarp, my hammock, and
my backpack. I detached them with a stick. An hour later, I took a step up
and saw two slugs on my right thigh. They left orange smears that I knew
I wouldn’t be able to wash off for a week.
One biggish mountain, Stratton, stood between the start of the trail
and the first town I’d pass. The trail gets traffic from day-hikers and isn’t a
technical climb. It was broad and even, but with more climbing than I’d tried
so far. My ankle twinged, first sporadically, then with every other step. I was
glad to stop that night at a shelter. The next day, I joined another hiker to
hitchhike into town together. I didn’t want to slow him down, so I hustled.
The pain got louder.
I’d been pretending not to notice when it hurt. I didn’t want pain to end
the trip. In town, though, I needed ice.
The innkeeper offered me a bag of frozen peas. I did not want to ice my
foot with a stranger’s vegetables. I bought a gallon bag of ice at a gas station,
toted it to a park, found a bench, and sat with the ice pressed between my
ankles. I looked out at a baseball field—usually such a normal sight. The
uniformly trimmed grass looked off, after days in the woods.
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I wanted to get back on the trail, back into the wild. But I’d soon come to
tougher peaks with trickier terrain. Could I keep going? I’d try.
I capped my days at 10 miles. Some people asked me about my pace. I met
some AT thru-hikers with just a few states left between them and Katahdin
in Maine. They were covering 20 or 30 miles every day. One called Ibuprofen
“Vitamin I.” He’d lined the hip belt of his pack with foam strips because he’d
gotten too skinny to cinch it tighter. We said, “See you,” but I knew I’d never
catch up to him.
Each day, at the first twinge in my ankle, I stepped off the trail and rolled
out my calf with the tennis ball. When I passed a stream, I often put down my
pack, walked downstream, and sat on a rock. I took off my boots and “iced”
the ankle in silty water, swatting mosquitoes.
The pace opened up my days. I drank coffee in the mornings and took
breaks to write in my journal. When it rained, sometimes I kept walking and
sometimes I put up my tarp and hammock for the night. I listened to the
rain and reread Mary Oliver. “I don’t say it’s easy,” she writes, “but what else
will do?”*
The tennis ball’s surface turned from neon fuzz to long, grimy tufts of
green, growing its own trail beard. I hated that everyone passed me. But I
loved thinking about how everyone I’d met had stood exactly where I was.
The narrow trail strung us together like the sliding beads of an abacus, adding
up a summer.
One night, I reached a shelter late, the sun setting. Another
hiker asked where I was headed. Canada. He laughed.
Other people had asked pointed questions and laughed at my daily mileage, and I hadn’t pushed back. The voices in my head said the same: You won’t
make it, you can’t do this, you’re an idiot to try.
But I had passed the halfway point that day. Sure, my pack was heavy, my
pace slow, and my ankle ached. But it hadn’t stopped me. It had carried me.
On one of the last days of my hike, I slipped in mud and fell hard. I’d been
walking a little faster, eager to meet my goal, freer under the weight of my
pack, as I’d eaten much of the food in it. I slammed into the dirt. My elbow
took most of the impact. I didn’t move for a few moments. Had I failed, this
close to my destination?
* Mary Oliver, “A Thousand Mornings,” A Thousand Mornings: Poems (Penguin Books, 2013).
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I stood and brushed off some of the mud. I moved my arms and legs
experimentally. I felt OK. I put my pack back on and kept walking.
I had assumed, when I first hurt my ankle, that I’d need to recover while
resting to restore it. I needed to flip a switch from broken to healthy. If I
couldn’t do that, the before-after of the injury would cut my life in half.
I wouldn’t be myself in the after. Before, a happy, sun-browned child with
skinned knees. After—what? A murky, clouded scene I couldn’t picture.
But I was recovering by hiking. I could stop outsourcing the problem and
confront it myself. I could quiet the spiraling panic that the pain triggered.
I had looked directly at the sensation, noticed what made it worse and what
helped, and gone on that way.
What if my ankle never stops hurting? The question scares me. I’m angry
with my body for its weakness and frustrated that no treatment digs out the
problem at its root. I can’t make it new again. The solution is a process, not a
cure. There’s no box to check off. But the process got me to Canada.
A year later, in airport security, the scanner bleeped. My ankle showed up,
highlighted in yellow on the screen. The male attendant called over a female
colleague to pat it down. “Her right ankle.”
She knelt and gently gripped it, feeling for what was wrong. I wanted to
say, hey, if you figure it out, tell me. She shook her head, smiling, and waved
me through.

Sarah Ruth Bates is a writer and candidate for an MFA at the University of
Arizona. Visit her at sarahruthbates.com.
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What Water Wants
The sky clings to rain and won’t let go.
After eight weeks the ground cracks,
and the stream that shows us the way
through the gap in the mountain
wilts. What little water is left
wants to comfort speckled trout,
caress caddis larvae attached to the bottomsides
of rocks. The stumps in the reservoir
peer above waterline, suspicious of the sky
they haven’t seen in years.
My neighbor points at a chimney
in the middle of the lake, a steeple
a little closer to shore. He tells me
how his father milked cows, put them out
to pasture before the dam was built,
how the old water that flowed
down the mountain would’ve never wanted
to drown a valley.
Todd Davis

Todd Davis teaches creative writing and environmental studies at Pennsylvania State
University’s Altoona College. He has published six books of poems. See his tribute to
Mary Oliver on page 24–25.
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Letters
Responses from the Caregiver and Her Son
My son’s article, “Care for the Caregiver” (Summer/Fall 2018), gave great
attention to the stresses of our three-day traverse across Mount Washington
and the Northern Presidentials, but I sincerely find great joy in remembering
all of our conversations and laughs, the breathtaking scenery, and the many
firsts I was able to experience at the young age of 60. Yes, the 71-mph winds
pushed me down, but I got up.
Many individuals, particularly moms, who read the article told me how
they would love to have such one-on-one time with their sons and feel so
cared for, believed in. As we drove into the Pinkham Notch Visitor Center, I
remember saying to Steve, “So you really believe I can do this?” His response
was, “Absolutely.” He based this not on hope but on knowing me literally
for all of his life. We have had many adventures together: riding on the back
of a moped through the crowded streets of Phnom Penh, bicycling across
Manhattan, hiking in Connecticut. Steve knew that I am not one to give up,
am extremely determined to get through hard times, and love the story that
follows an adventure.
For years I had wanted to hike Mount Washington, being intrigued by my
son’s love for the White Mountains, and at times I wished I was a bit younger
to experience their majestic wonder. My son determined it would happen.
Steve made sure I had all I needed for the trip: adequate shoes, non-cotton
clothing, and even the perspective that we would go step by step. We made
plans but knew the weather and my physical capability were factors out of our
control. One of my most vivid memories is at the end of the difficult, wet,
stormy traverse across Gulfside Trail. Stopping short of Crag Camp to stay at
Gray Knob cabin because of the utter darkness, we both absorbed all we had
been through during that 16-hour-long day, which had begun at Hermit Lake
below Tuckerman Ravine. I can only describe that moment of rest as one of
immense grateful satisfaction. And it was shared with my son.
As a mother of three adult children, I have struggled to know how to be
the mom they each need. I have found the greatest gift I can offer is belief in
them. I offered Steve my belief he knew what he was doing, could be trusted,
and loved me enough to challenge me to face a new decade in my life with
renewed belief in myself and hope for new beginnings. I am so very grateful.
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The article shared how turning 60 was extremely hard for me. I saw
only endings ahead: of my teaching career, of my role as pastor’s wife, of
my income. I truly couldn’t see beyond my life as I had known it. This was
prompted by both my parents dying in their mid-60s and their future being
taken from them. It made me sad and afraid. Today, I have a picture of me at
the summit of Mount Washington. It is a reminder I didn’t give up. I wasn’t
alone. The future is just another adventure and a story waiting to be told.
—Linda Kurczy, Woodstock, Connecticut
Responses to my essay “Care for the Caregiver” (Summer/Fall 2018) have
ranged from praise to harsh chides over my decision to take my mother on a
storm-laden semi-traverse of the Presidentials for her 60th birthday. I think
each reaction has said as much about me as about the commenter.
In a recent letter to the editor, Bev Esson of Maine said it “was so damn
lucky that this was not a tragedy requiring rescue by others.” To a degree, I
agree with Esson. Everyone is, to some degree, lucky when they come down
from the mountains without incident. We must all weigh and accept a level
of risk. But I believe Esson overstates in saying that mere “luck” saved us from
requiring rescue. While my mother’s previous experience in New England’s
mountains went no higher than Monadnock, she was then jogging 5 miles
daily and was physically prepared for this trek. Our traverse was challenging
amid hail and thunderstorms, but we proceeded with diligence and were off
the trail soon after nightfall.
My favorite response to the essay came from the noted author and
environmentalist Laura Waterman, who at age 80 is still exploring the
outdoors, writing books, and pushing herself in the mountains. She seemed
to appreciate my story for what it was intended to be: not a guide for what you
should or should not do, but rather a tale about a mother-son relationship and
my personal journey toward realizing that I need to better consider others’
abilities and limits. True to Waterman’s reputation as a booster for wilderness
adventure, she asked me to pass along this message to my mother: “Please tell
her how much I admire her spirit!”
—Stephen Kurczy, Brooklyn, New York
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1965 on Rainier: The Dark Ages of Diabetes Care
I read “Notes from 1965: A Teenager Climbs ‘Unauthorized,’ and a Man
Conceals His Diabetes” (Summer/Fall 2019, News and Notes, page 144)
without looking at the title, since I have a habit of opening magazines to
random pages and reading stories from the middle to end or skipping around.
I read this story with great fascination, as I just returned from an eighteen-day
stint at AMC August Camp in Packwood, Washington, near Mount Rainier,
until I read the last paragraph and realized the story was about a diabetic.
I found the author’s conclusion disturbing. He does explain how the guide
services have modernized and allow more time for acclimation and physical
conditioning. Perhaps this type of program could allow a person to summit
if he or she completed the course satisfactorily; however, he implies that a
person who is diabetic or has some other existing condition should not be
allowed to climb at all. The author does make an attempt to discuss the issue
of disclosing such a condition, but his final conclusion sidesteps that issue
and concludes that even if the issue was disclosed, the individual should not
be allowed to climb.
Nineteen sixty-five was for diabetics the dark ages of diabetes treatment.
There was no way to test blood sugars without boiling test tubes of urine.
Control of diabetes was hit or miss or maybe or never. Traveling with diabetes
was extremely difficult. Diabetics were told not to exercise strenuously. What
is routine for a diabetic today (for instance, running a 5-kilometer race or
going for a hike or a 30-mile bike ride) was discouraged and rare in the 1960s.
Now a quick finger prick will do the job of testing the blood sugar. It doesn’t
always work in the cold and the gloves need to come off, but it can be done in
most conditions. Continuous blood glucose monitors show the blood sugar
on the smartphone. Again, they may not always work, but the technology is
light years away from what was available in 1965. And there are several methods of insulin-delivery systems—yes, dependent on technology, but fairly
reliable when tucked under the jacket. Diabetes is a different disease in each
person, and each person will react differently under different conditions.
These days, diabetics regularly participate in marathon races, 100-mile
bike rides, professional sports, strenuous hiking and—dare I say it—climbing. Never easy, but it can be done without endangering the rest of the party.
We live in the 21st century, and I would hope that we can also move forward
with more knowledge, understanding, and inclusion of those whose lives
require challenges far greater than climbing one mountain on one day.
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I want to publicly thank all of those who have hiked, biked, cross-country
skied, backpacked, kayaked, or gone on other adventures with me. Not easy
for me, but it has so enriched my life, and I couldn’t have done those things
without all of you including me in these activities.
—Paula Burton, Sandy Hook, Connecticut

Tuckerman Ravine, Then (1967) and Now
Skiing Tuckerman Ravine’s Left Gully on May 12, 2019, I reached the lower
section, where the gully opens up and turns back left into the lower bowl.
There I was informed that I could not continue down further. The bowl had
been cleared of people in anticipation of an expected helicopter arrival to
transport an injured man.
An experienced skier, 60, had slipped on ice and fallen the full length of
the chute in the steep center wall. A helicopter was soon overhead. It circled
and landed on the flat area at the ravine base. Soon it took off with the
victim. In all my years in the mountains, it was the first time I had witnessed
a helicopter rescue.
The ravine was on the cool side that day. A bit of icy crust near the top had
discouraged me from my plan of hiking across the alpine zone from the top
of Left Gully to Hillman’s Highway. I took a later run in the relatively lowangled bowl and was surprised how far I slid after falling while climbing up.
The cool weather obviously didn’t keep people out of the ravine that Sunday,
including many on the steep center wall where the injured man had fallen.
Unlike others, he was not wearing a helmet or crampons.
That day got me thinking about changes in Mount Washington skiing
in the years since I first experienced it back in 1967, the same year Nelson
Gildersleeve published an article with data on all the mountain’s ski runs
(“Mount Washington Skiing in 1967: The Year of All Winter and No Spring,”
Appalachia, December 1967).
Skiing Mount Washington used to be strictly a warm-weather event; now
there are skiers on the mountain in winter. In warm spring conditions, the
risk of avalanche is typically low (although falling ice chunks are a hazard).
Winter or winter-like spring skiing requires more skiers to have avalanche
training and specialized equipment (beacon, shovel, and probe) that we used
to associate more with backcountry skiing out West. The skier who died in
the April 11, 2019, avalanche in Raymond Cataract had these basics, although
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he lacked a skiing partner who might have dug him out quicker than the
snow ranger who arrived on the scene nearly two hours later. (Editor’s note:
Read about the Raymond Cataract fatality in Accidents on page 110.)
A positive change is that many more Tucks skiers wear helmets now. And
quite a few had crampons the day I was on the mountain. This explains
so many climbing the steep center wall (although it also means the skiing,
intimidating enough in soft snow, can be even more challenging). Quite a
few people also had ice axes on May 12, although doing an effective self-arrest
when you are carrying skis and poles is not that easy.
Another trend I have noticed is that more people are using backcountry
ski equipment and skinning up the trail to the ravine. When you climb up
the old-fashioned way, as I do, with skis and boots on your pack, this new
trend looks pretty attractive; however, it works best early in the season, when
the Tucks trail is still fully snow covered. I did, however, witness a few people
in skis clamoring over rocks where there was a break in the snow cover!
Despite the risks, the joy and thrill of skiing Mount Washington remains
timeless. Early on May 12, I encountered two eager first-timers, a man and his
young son hiking up Tuckerman Ravine Trail. Later, back down at Pinkham,
they recounted their run on lower Hillman’s Highway with a smile and sense
of accomplishment that all of us who ski Tucks know so well.
—Doug Teschner, Pike, New Hampshire

Interesting, but Tread-worn with Self-absorption
I’ve collected Appalachia issues since 1995 and been a member of AMC
since a body-raising experience on Agiocochook [an indigenous name for
Mount Washington] circa 1988. Your publication is worthy of a library,
but I feel it’s becoming a little tread-worn with self-absorption. Discovery is
different from self-discovery.
Most of the articles remain interesting, though some sound like the same
one the author wrote in another issue. I’m always saved by Accidents, Alpina,
and News and Notes.
I guess my problem is feeling provincial in this interconnected world. At
least I don’t need a phone-ectomy. It used to be the exploits of Joe Dodge
and the trailblazers. Now it’s how fast you can run the AT [Appalachian
Trail] with your fan club or a one-day 15,000-foot, e.g. 50-kilometer, jaunt
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in little more than a jockstrap. I witnessed my son doing the latter. He
doesn’t see the point in repeating.
Which is why I like hiking. It’s a noncompetitive sport. My partners and
I usually spread out on the trail to have a little solitude.
—Douglas Yohman, East Waterboro, Maine
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In Memoriam
Barbara Hull Richardson
On February 19, 2019, I traveled to Keene,
New Hampshire, where I gave a program
on Mount Washington at an assisted living
center where Barbara Hull Richardson lived.
Barbara played a central role in my book,
The White Mountain (Hobblebush Books,
2018). She worked as one of the first Appalachian Mountain Club “hut girls.” She had
survived gun violence and was a feminist,
a social worker, a legislator, and a protector
of children.
Before the program, Barbara and a group
of residents were doing calisthenics, using the
event space tables and chairs to stretch, squat,
and push off. Most of the seniors there simply
Barbara Hull Richardson, one
of the Appalachian Mountain
sat in their chairs to do the program. Not BarClub’s first woman hut croo
bara. When she did squats, she went all the
members, on February 8, 2018,
way to the floor.
in Keene, New Hampshire.
She was 95 years old.
PAULA CHAMPAGNE
A little over a month later, on Saturday
morning, March 23, 2019, Barbara died. A
couple weeks after my last visit with her, she had fallen and suffered an injury
that resulted in painful surgery.
She decided that was enough. She summoned her family. For nearly a
century, she had lived life on her terms. She would die on her terms.
We had plans. I had the good fortune to film an interview with her last
year, and some of those segments became part of a documentary on Mount
Washington personalities by filmmaker Bill Millios. The film premiered in
June. There had been talk of Barbara attending.
But I can’t begrudge her timing or her decision. She was a woman of
extraordinary authority and empathy. Alas, my time with her was short—only
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two of 95 years—but I learned more about strength of character in that short
time than I would have thought possible.
She never failed to invite me to lunch. And when we talked, I struggled to
spin the conversation toward her life, her accomplishments. When you spoke
to her, she wanted only to know about you. How is your family? What are
your goals?
Barbara was tiny in stature but her grace and yearning for connection was
enormous. In my 30 years as a reporter, I’ve interviewed presidents, Nobel
Prize winners, and hall of fame athletes. Only a handful of humans have
affected how I see the world, made me want to write better and tell their story
with extra care and attention, with an eye on posterity. I wanted to make
Barbara proud when I told her story.
She told me once, “Nothing that we do is inconsequential.” Her life was a
reminder that she lived by that sentiment, spending nearly a century reaching
out, lifting up, building bridges, and smashing glass ceilings.
—Dan Szczesny
Editor’s note: Read Dan Szczesny’s 2018 profile of Barbara Hull Richardson for
AMC Outdoors magazine at outdoors.org/richardson.
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Accidents
Analysis from the White Mountains of
New Hampshire and occasionally elsewhere

I

spent much of last winter’s core tucked into the valley that
runs finally up against the headwall of the Cardigan–Firescrew upland in
west–central New Hampshire. There, as was true a few miles to the north
in the high White Mountains, the snow piled up. Even as occasional thaws
melted back the depths, new snow kept arriving; the result was a thick and
solid throwback snowpack that made an excellent base for wandering up and
sliding down hills little and large.
One late-January day I strapped on snowshoes and bushwhacked oh-soslowly up a local ridge through 16 inches of new snow in the beech and
hemlock groves. Moose had already browsed the buds of their favored
hobblebush twigs and moved on to the birch and maples. Wild turkeys were
roosting in the trees and scouring tree wells for seed; they were peeved when
I flushed them, and they winged their heavy bodies up to new perches. Their
preferred bird-foot travel was simply impossible. The presence of tree wells at
all marked this as a different winter. Out West, these are wells to be wary of.
Every year, a few skiers tumble into them, get mired there and don’t get out.
In the East, we have spruce traps; tree wells here at their most lethal catch
turkeys. Still, they speak of a different kind of winter. More than once, I heard
winter 2018–2019 referred to as “old style.”
This opening series of skiing incidents clearly had their origins in newstyle practices. To consider them and the rescue efforts they spawned, we will
first follow their skiers off-piste (off the regular ski run).

Late Slide
On January 3, 2019, 20-year-old Demarco A. gathered his backcountry
ski gear and set off at 10:30 a.m. up Carter–Moriah Trail from Gorham,
New Hampshire. His goal was a nearly mile-long rock slide he’d spotted
on the north side of Mount Moriah while trail running in the open season.
That Demarco had been running near the top of the 4,000-footer says a lot
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about his fitness and appetite for foot motion. As would be expected, he
made good time on this 4.5-mile climb; that changed dramatically when he
began his bushwhack down to the slide’s top. Uneven terrain, thick cover, and
deep snow made the going very slow, and, in later recounting his ordeal to
New Hampshire Fish and Game conservation officers, Demarco estimated
that he didn’t reach the slide until nearly 4 p.m.
There, in the gathering dusk, he had a decision to make: Ski the slide,
which drops about 1,300 vertical feet, and make his way out from its base, or
retrace his steps and walk back down Carter–Moriah Trail. The ski descent of
the slide won out. Before shoving off, Demarco called home, and, through
a sketchy connection, relayed his decision and the fact that he was anxious
about it. The connection then failed, although some further texts did get
through, and they underlined Demarco’s uncertainty. Demarco’s call and
texts set off a search that would run parallel to his efforts to work his way
home that night.
Demarco’s mother, Brandy, then called his father, Rodney, to say that she
was worried about their son, and Rodney called Gorham police to report that
Demarco might be lost or in trouble on Mount Moriah. Gorham police then
alerted NHFG, and CO Matthew Holmes got in touch with Rodney. Meanwhile, Demarco had skied to the bottom of the slide, shifted from skiing to
walking, and begun to hike north along the Pea Brook drainage.
While conferring with CO Holmes, Rodney said he would gear up and
climb the Carter–Moriah Trail in search of his son, preferring this familyrescue plan to asking NHFG to search. CO Holmes agreed to this, and,
as backup, he alerted two other COs and checked in with Lt. Mark Ober.
Rodney promised he would stay in touch with Holmes. While this planning
took place, Demarco’s younger brother Eli set off up the trail, reaching the
summit of Mount Surprise (roughly the halfway point) before turning back
without making contact with his brother.
Rodney climbed into the night with a full pack, and, as he rose, he
stopped periodically to call out to Demarco. (Demarco later said he heard
some of those calls but couldn’t locate their source.) Rodney also stayed in
touch with Holmes via phone, and, as Rodney reached the summit area
of Mount Moriah, he reported no contact with his son. But a little before
10 p.m., Rodney found his son’s tracks and began to follow them. He alerted
Holmes to this, and they agreed that Rodney would stay on the track toward
town. Demarco, meanwhile, had climbed out of the Pea Brook drainage and,
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from the ridge, sighted the lights of Gorham; he took aim toward them. This
led him to a complex of logging roads with which he was familiar, and the
roads led him to Route 2. He followed Route 2 into Gorham and reached
home at around 10:30 p.m.
Holmes got a call about Demarco’s return, called Rodney to confirm that
he knew, and then drove to the house and interviewed Demarco. Near the
interview’s end, Rodney arrived back at the house. Holmes and COs Jim Cyrs
and Eric Fluette then cleared the call from the record and went home; it was
well after midnight.
Comment: Every backcountry adventurer has a similar tale to tell from
his or her early years. Part of the pleasure of being fit and having a body that
responds nicely to demand lies in spontaneity: Oh, look! I think I’ll go there.
Most of these tales go untold, except at the dinner table or over a beer at a bar.
Phones, however, have changed some of that dynamic. Had Demarco not
called from atop the slide, it’s likely that his family would have waited into
the night—anxiously—as we all tend to when someone is late. But one call
led to the next, and then to the next. Calling is now so routine, a sort of upto-the-minute reporting, that we rarely think of how our call may land. It also
allows the caller a chance to voice anxiety, which is often a way of controlling
said nerves. Once, for example, I’ve voiced concern over something I’m about
to attempt, I’ve also envisioned doing it; that often calms me.
But the charge of anxiety can then land on the other end of the line.
Consider Demarco’s mother: There’s her son, at the head of a wilderness,
rock slide slope with dusk coming on. She knows he’s fit and capable, but
what if—and the possibilities multiply, fueled by his voiced anxiety. Demarco
hangs up, looks downslope, and skis its nearly mile length and 1,300-foot
drop, reaches the bottom, shifts to foot travel, and begins to walk out. Perhaps
his mother imagines that scenario, but tens of others crowd it out, and they
are chock-full of trouble. I need to do something, she thinks, and she calls
Demarco’s father. Each call leads to another.
Parallel stories set up through the evening hours: Demarco works his way
north, toward Gorham and home. He has a light, he’s fit, he’s fine. But his
family doesn’t know that and sets out to do the work of finding him; they go
south. NHFG’s CO Holmes stays in touch, but he keeps his forces in reserve
and lets the family work out this search. Were report of trouble to arrive, he
has two COs ready to go, and he could summon more help, but he waits.
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I like Holmes’s decision and I like the family’s work at self-sufficiency.
It presents a rescue ideal of going out to get your own that plays forward in
various iterations throughout the search and rescue community.
Before we leave this incident, a few thoughts about Demarco’s decisions.
A few are clear don’ts: 10:30 a.m. is too late to begin in January; going solo to
an unskied, off-trail slide seems a risk-too-far. What’s the skiing going to be
like? What’s the line of descent, left side or right? What’s over the next hump?
Too many questions. Your question: So, if he’s anxious at the slide’s top, why
did he ski it?
I’m guessing that time and terrain made Demarco’s decision for him.
In the waning light, retracing his difficult way back up to the summit of
Moriah and the trail must have been unappealing. The climb would have
been around 700 vertical feet, and it would have taken Demarco through the
thick, subalpine scrub that so many of us have rued tangling with. A long,
dark slog, followed by an unexciting 4.5-mile walk out. The ski-descent, on
the other hand, looked open, and, though he’d never been there, Demarco
would have known that at roughly 2,000 feet the woods would be much taller
and more open; walking down there would be easier. And downhill. And so,
it was a go.
It’s likely that, once down in the Pea Brook valley, Demarco didn’t have
cell reception, but after he climbed the ridge and sighted Gorham’s lights, he
probably did. A phone call then would have shortened the night’s anxiety.
Even as CO Holmes and his support officers assumed a waiting stance, they
were still out beyond midnight resolving the call.

A Call from the Throat
A midday call on February 24 set in motion the rescue of an injured skier on
Mount Lincoln in New Hampshire’s Franconia Notch. Kellen B. had placed
the call on behalf of his friend Patrick L., age 27. That morning the two
friends had set out up Old Bridle Path, then dropped from it into the Walker
Brook drainage. From there, they climbed up the brook valley and onto a
slide that falls from the west flank of Mount Lincoln. Their intent was to get
well up the slide and then ski down it.
The slide, often called Lincoln’s Throat, has become popular with
backcountry skiers and climbers, and, as its reputation has grown, Lincoln’s
Throat has begun to appear in accident reports. Clearly seen from the
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ridge that carries Old Bridle Path, the slide is a lure to those who seek lesstracked terrain.
NHFG Lt. Jim Kneeland spent some time establishing a connection
with the pair, but once he’d done so around 1:20 p.m. and heard their report,
Kneeland summoned two COs and volunteers from Pemigewasset Valley
Search and Rescue Team; PVSART’s president, Alan Clark, had heard the
initial call, and he had a team of rescuers and a SKED (a rescue litter that
flexes and so snakes more easily through hard terrain) ready to go.
Kneeland also had advised Kellen and Patrick to try to descend slowly
from the site of their initial call at 3,800 feet, where they were sheltering but
also growing cold and wet. The weather reported at the Mount Washington
Observatory that day featured 4.4 inches of snow with a water content of
0.8 inches, in other words heavy, wet snow of the sort that soaks through
fabric and promotes hypothermia. The pair said they would work to get lower.
At 2:40 p.m. the first rescuers set out. By 4:20 p.m. initial rescuers had
reached Patrick and Kellen about a tenth of a mile above the point where the
south fork of Walker Brook diverges from the main stem. That meeting place
points to the pair’s success in moving from 3,800 feet and an exposed wait to
the deeper valley and its protection, a section of self-rescue estimated at nearly
a mile. Kneeland’s report notes, “They splinted his leg to ski poles and then
strapped a ski to the leg so that Patrick could slide down on his butt.” Such an
effort also shortened markedly the work of NHFG’s and PVSART’s rescuers,
and they all emerged from the woods at 5:45 p.m.
Comment: Backcountry skiing—like its relations, climbing and
bushwhacking—carries the added risk of isolation. Far fewer people are likely
to be in Lincoln’s Throat than in Tuckerman Ravine or along the Falling
Waters Trail loop, and so such adventure asks for added self-sufficiency. Even
as Patrick’s injury impelled them to call for help, this pair of skiers also showed
resilience after Kneeland’s encouragement to try to get lower as they waited.
By the time rescuers arrived, Kellen and Patrick had reduced substantially the
distance rescue would require. Such a joint effort by the rescued and rescuers
seems simply right.

Cataract Trouble
April 11 featured blue sky, moderate temperatures, light winds, and snowchocked slopes on the east side of Mount Washington. It was, in short, the
sort of Thursday on which a skier might look up and say, “Oh, to be free to
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go today.” Nicholas B., age 32, was able to conjure that freedom, even as he
could not find a companion to share it with, and he climbed up for a day of
earned turns, arriving late morning in the scallop-shaped open terrain above
Raymond Cataract. As this report’s source, the Mount Washington Avalanche
Center, notes, Raymond Cataract is “an ephemeral, but recently popular ski
descent only possible during winters with a deep snowpack.” Deep-snow 2019
offered just such a snowpack.
As Nicholas dropped in toward the cataract, a pair of hikers on Lion
Head saw him and remarked on his solid, skillful turns; two skiers ascending
Tuckerman Ravine Trail also saw a solo skier above before they returned to
their uphill labors. Soon after these sightings, Nicholas skied over a convex
bulge and triggered an avalanche. That avalanche, relatively modest at its
crown (average depth, about 14 inches; width, 130 feet) carried him into a
terrain trap where the narrowing drainage walls concentrated the snow, which
buried him.
The Mount Washington Observatory webcam on Wildcat Mountain
points toward these open eastern slopes, and it showed the avalanche falling
between noon and 12:05 p.m.. At around 1:30 p.m. U.S. Forest Service snow
ranger Frank Carus stopped to talk with a friend on Tuckerman Ravine Trail
about a new avalanche crown the friend had seen. Given an avalanche forecast
for possible human-triggered slides that day, Carus thought it prudent to
check on this new avalanche. He gathered his gear and binoculars and climbed
to a spot where he could scan the slide; that scan revealed a faint, single-skier
track in the snow above the new crown. It was now 1:53 p.m. Carus had a
potential emergency on his hands.
Carus called on nearby snow rangers Helon Hoffer and Jeff Fongemie, and
the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Hermit Lake caretaker, Sarah Goodnow, to
mobilize. Then, at 2:05 p.m., Carus skinned up the Lion Head Winter Route
and broke off into the woods, aiming to intersect with the avalanche debris he
imagined in the gully above. At 2:10 p.m. Carus reached the foot of the debris;
no tracks led away from it.
Realizing someone could be buried in the debris and that he could not
see the place where the avalanche had begun, Carus had a decision to make:
wait for reinforcements or start searching now. The risk of immediately
beginning lay in not knowing if more sliding snow might arrive from above
and having no one to dig him out if it did. But significant time had passed
already, and Carus decided to begin searching. He switched his avalanche
beacon to receive and got a signal 80 feet away. The signal both simplified and
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complicated the situation. Yes, someone was buried nearby and that needed
immediate response. But the presence of the turned-on beacon made Carus
wonder if Nicholas had been skiing with someone else, and so Carus worried
another skier could be buried nearby.
Carus began probing, and he struck a soft resilience 47 inches down. He
stepped a few feet downhill and began to dig. He first heard moaning from
beneath the snow, kept digging, and reached a hand, then a helmet. Carus
cleared snow from around Nicholas’s face, tried to reassure the skier that help
was here, and sought to learn if anyone else had been with Nicholas. Only
eight minutes had passed since Carus’s arrival.
Hoffer, acting as incident commander, made calls asking for advanced life
support. At 2:30 p.m. a Life Flight helicopter left Lewiston, Maine, aiming
for AMC’s Pinkham Notch Visitor Center. Fongemie and Goodnow reached
the site, bringing with them two volunteers they’d met on the way. Another
beacon check reassured them that no other skier lay buried nearby. Nicholas
had been buried in a seated, upright posture, with his feet at a depth of about
six feet. The rescuers kept digging, slow work in the dense snow and ice, and
as they uncovered Nicholas, he tried to stand and flailed his arms.
Nicholas tried to stand once again and then collapsed. The snow rangers noted shallow, erratic breathing, and as they checked, could not find a
pulse. They began CPR at 2:34 p.m. Soon, Goodnow and the two volunteers
returned from the Lion Head rescue cache with a litter, and the five rescuers
strapped Nicholas into the litter and began a descent of the drainage, all the
while continuing CPR. Once they had pulled the litter up from the streambed and into the forest, Fongemie rode in the litter and continued CPR.
At the intersection with the trail, a snowcat met them for the 2-mile ride to
Pinkham; they continued CPR throughout that ride. The cat arrived in the
Pinkham parking lot at 3:30 p.m., where they were met by the Life Flight
crew and a Gorham EMS ambulance crew. Sadly, the advanced life support
applied to Nicholas could not revive him, and he was declared dead at 4 p.m.
Comment: I begin with the summary from the Mount Washington Avalanche Center’s report:
Anyone with a bit of avalanche education may question the terrain
selection that Nicholas made that day, but many more would admit to
making similar choices in similar conditions. The fateful mistakes that
Nicholas made were skiing alone and skiing above a terrain trap that
carried significant consequence. The slope which released contained
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a slab just barely large enough to bury a person; add a funnel and a
narrow streambed to this and the avalanche debris became more than
enough to bury Nicholas. Though surviving an avalanche on that day
above that terrain trap is far from certain, having a partner skilled in
companion rescue may have saved Nicholas in this case, assuming
effective companion rescue occurred immediately after the avalanche.
One other notable factor in this accident was the fact that at least three
parties observed and later reported seeing what appeared to be a fresh
crown line in Raymond Cataract. No one made the 5–10 minute diversion to look for clues or do a beacon search of the debris where a ski
and pole were on the surface 75 feet uphill of the burial site.
As backcountry skiing, and more specifically steep skiing in avalanche terrain, continues to grow in popularity, we at MWAC continue
to hope that people will get educated by taking avalanche courses as
well as bring a partner and the appropriate skills and equipment into
the terrain. For many of us, Nicholas’s death gives us an opportunity to
reflect on our own risky behaviors. Nicholas, like many of us in the ski
community, loved to ski and had taken many of the steps necessary to
stay safe while doing it. He had avalanche education under his belt, he
carried a ski repair kit, extra layers, plenty of water, and a first-aid and
survival kit. He was wearing a beacon and carrying a probe and shovel.
Unfortunately, no one was watching from a safe location while he skied
the slope, ready to rescue him before time ran out.
The MWAC forecast for the day pointed to “moderate” risk. That risk grew
from an icy surface and 3 inches of recent new snow that had been shaped
into windslabs by a northwest wind. Avalanches were “possible,” especially
when given a human trigger. As the snow rangers point out in their analysis of
this incident, “A Moderate avalanche danger rating is frequently considered
manageable by educated backcountry skiers. . . . Due to these windslabs in
our terrain, skiing a steep slope on a windslab is the norm all winter.”
Imagine yourself at the various decision points that drive this sad story
forward. You are an advanced skier with Nicholas’s training; it is a deep
winter, providing expansive access; your usual companions can’t join you; the
day is achingly blue. What do you do?
I’ve often touted the MWAC’s snow forecasting and analyses of incidents.
For decades, if you would know snow, their snow rangers have been the
people to see and listen to. Recently, MWAC’s outreach has expanded in
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USFS snow rangers Frank Carus and Jeff Fongemie investigate the crown of the
avalanche that killed an experienced skier in April 2019 on the east side of
Mount Washington. MOUNT WASHINGTON AVALANCHE CENTER

two particularly significant ways. First, instead of confining its forecasts to
the east-facing ravines, MWAC now applies its forecasts to the whole range
around Mount Washington. In doing so, MWAC emphasizes that avalanches
are not confined to Tuckerman and Huntington Ravines; nor is the Gulf of
Slides the only other place where snow slides. Most mountain people know
this, but explicit inclusion broadens that awareness. Second, MWAC has also
increased the frequency and detail of incident reporting and analysis. My
summary is drawn largely from their reportage, and it is essential reading for
those of us who would know the ways in which trouble happens and may be
avoided in the White Mountains.
At the same time I’m writing this, I’m reading Being Mortal: Medicine
and What Matters in the End (Picador, 2015), Atul Gawande’s work about
viewing and treating aging and mortality. This passage on page 140 considers
autonomy and freedom:
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The late, great philosopher Ronald Dworkin recognized that there is a
second, more compelling sense of autonomy. Whatever the limits and
travails we face, we want to retain the autonomy—the freedom—to be
the authors of our lives. This is the very marrow of being human. As
Dworkin wrote in his remarkable 1986 essay on the subject: “The value
of autonomy . . . lies in the scheme of responsibility it creates: Autonomy
makes each of us responsible for shaping his own life according to some
coherent and distinctive sense of character, conviction, and interest. It
allows each of us to lead our own lives rather than be led along them, so
that each of us can be, to the extent such a scheme of rights can make
this possible, what he has made himself.”
I see Nicholas, a skilled backcountry skier, dropping into the scallop-shaped
slope of Raymond Cataract. Here he is on a best April day in an old-style,
deep-snow winter. As noted by hikers atop Lion Head, his turns are strong,
fluid. He will ski this line; he will leave his script of a track. Then, he skis over
the bulge on a 39-degree slope, and the firm snow dissolves into motion; the
world slides away, taking him with it. I never knew Nicholas, but I am sorry
he is gone, even as I remain glad that he chose and wrote his line.

On Ice
On March 13, 2019, NHFG COs and an Androscoggin Valley Search and
Rescue volunteer responded to a 6:15 p.m. call about a skier stranded in Burt
Ravine on Mount Washington’s west side. The caller, a friend of Sean B., age
20, said that Sean had become stuck when he’d skied down into icy conditions
in the ravine. Sean could not go up or down for fear of falling.
Rescuers used a snowmobile to ascend the Cog Railway to Jacob’s Ladder
and then hiked to the edge of the ravine. Once there, a rescuer was able to
descend to the stranded skier, secure him with a harness and rope, and then
guide him up out of the ravine. That extrication was complete by 10:20 p.m.,
and rescuers and skiers reached the mountain’s base at 11 p.m.
Comment: NHFG’s official report is not yet available because this rescue
is involved in ongoing litigation, but even the incident’s bare bones reported
in public media raise eyebrows. Sean was reported to have no equipment with
which he might have self-rescued.
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Stilled, Waiting, Wondering
On December 14, 2018, NHFG Lt. Jim Kneeland was at the agency’s dispatch
office when a series of phone calls came in about a Facebook post. The post
from Robert C., age 25, read as follows: “Send help, stuck by a cairn on old
bridle in alpine between hut and Lafayette summit. Wind took map and
compass in white out conditions.” Robert had also sent a text to 911 asking
for help; Kneeland tried calling back but got only voice mail. His text did
get through, however, and Robert confirmed that he needed help. The time,
unusual for a rescue call, was 10 a.m.
Kneeland called COs Glen Lucas and Kevin Bronson, and they set off
up Old Bridle Path at 12:20 p.m. Kneeland also summoned a backup team
of two more COs in case Robert proved hard to find. Later, Robert got a
brief call through to 911, and that provided COs with his coordinates, which
placed him just below the summit of Lafayette; the two COs reached him at
4:35 p.m. At 7 p.m. Robert and his rescuers reached the trailhead.
This straightforward rescue recommends itself for a revealing exchange of
texts between Kneeland and Robert. Kneeland is identified by the initials JK,
Robert by the initials RC. The exchange begins at 10:12 a.m., and, at outset, it
is informational and tone-neutral:
JK: “Rob. Fish and game here. Do you need help”
RC: “Yes Old bridle path between hut and lafayette At cairn can’t find
next one low visibility tried and failed repeatedly”
JK: “Ok we will be coming but it will take a while to get to you. Keep
me posted”
The next exchange reported at 12:12 p.m. showed a shift in tone:
RC: “I think I’m just miserable not hypothermic. Snow got in through
everything is wet. I’m scared.”
JK: “Ok, Help is on the way.”
RC: “Eta? Verge of falling asleep.”
JK: “At least two hours. Is the wind getting worse”
RC: “It’s been consistent.”
JK: “Ok. How many cairns below the summit do you estimate you are”
RC: “Unknown. When I tried to find my way I went down and I went
that far away from shrubs that seemed to be just above a cliff. I feel like
I need to move”
JK: “If you move to get warm just don’t get too far from cairn. Do
you have any way to give me a coordinate of your location. How you
doing Rob”
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RC: “U reception bad. It hurt but now it’s numb”
JK: “Iphone?”
RC: “I’m sleepy”
JK: “Move around a bit to get warm. Looks like the clouds are lifting
some. Visibility any better?”
RC: “No”
JK: “Ok”
The next series of texts in midafternoon points to how waiting stretches
out and gives way to raw fear.
RC: “Are they coming I’ll die overnight.”
JK: “They are coming. Just at hut. Coming your way. Have you tried
calling 911 so I can get a coordinate of your location. I know you texted
them but I can’t get a coordinate from a text. Got a coordinate before
the call dropped. I’m plotting you now.”
RC: “Eta?”
JK: “They are about half mile away. Slow going.”
JK: “About a quarter mile away.”
RC: “Im scared”
JK: “They are one tenth away. Hang in there”
Comment: For context, let’s look briefly at Robert’s plan and the weather
that trapped him. He set out at 2 a.m. with an eye toward climbing Lafayette
and, if weather permitted, making his way along the Falling Waters loop. At
7 a.m. he reported seeing bad weather on the way, and he turned back to
retreat from Lafayette down Greenleaf Trail. But the weather then stalled
him, and he spent the hours before his 10 a.m. request for rescue trying to
find his way.
The Mountain Washington Observatory reported an average temperature
of 21 degrees Fahrenheit (11 above normal), with 1.3 inches of new snow and
winds from the west averaging 43 mph. Not weather to warm the soul but
pretty routine for mid-December up high. Still, as Robert’s dilemma makes
clear, even minor storminess can stall an inexperienced winter hiker, especially
above treeline, where finding the trail corridor asks for vision. Robert was
carrying a map and compass that could have helped replace his weathercompromised vision, but when he took them out, the wind grabbed their
plastic bag and blew it away. Retrieving (and keeping) items from a pack in
even moderate wind takes practice.
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The text messages show the raw feelings of a trapped hiker, and they
highlight the now-inbred expectation of speed brought by high-tech compared
with the step-by-step plod of a rescue in difficult conditions. Fear finds its way
into the empty space between the call for help and rescuers’ arrival. Add in
the accelerated wind and whipping snow, both of which threaten and isolate.
Everything seems fast except the creep of rescue and the seep of cold. The
texts, in their clipped form, capture this, much in the way that well-wrought
thought bubbles define cartoon characters. When you are stilled and must
wait, the little theater of imagination begins to play disaster clips.

Weathered
Sometimes going a short distance can take a long time. That was true
for Joshua K., age 36, who summoned rescue on Basin Cascades Trail, in
Franconia Notch, on December 21, 2018. At 4 p.m., NHFG received a call
from Joshua’s fiancée, who said Joshua had called her to say he was marooned
on the south side of Basin Cascade Trail because he could not cross Cascade
Brook. Its waters were raging with recent rain and snowmelt, and Joshua was
wet and cold and a half-mile short of his car in the Basin parking lot. He said
he needed rescue.
NHFG’s Lt. Mark Ober took charge of the incident, summoning two
COs and asking AMC to make the Lonesome Lake Hut caretaker available for searching; Ober then drove to the Basin parking area, arriving at
5:50 p.m. The temperature was in the 40s, with intermittent heavy rain. COs
Matt Holmes and Jim Cyrs arrived ten minutes later, and, by then, Ober also
had Joshua’s coordinates from a 911 call. Joshua was indeed about a half-mile
up Basin Cascades Trail. Holmes and Cyrs headed up, and by 6:50 p.m. they
were on the north side of the brook across from Joshua; they made eye contact but could not hear each other over the roar of the river. Nor could the
COs find any crossing that looked remotely safe, and so they called Ober to
suggest that he call in specialists. Ober’s next calls went to Mountain Rescue
Service and White Mountain Swiftwater Rescue Team.
By 10 p.m., five rescuers from MRS and six from WMSRT were at the
parking lot, and they climbed quickly into the night. For nearly an hour,
from 10:40 to 11:30 p.m., the rescuers searched for a place to attempt a crossing
of the brook. Two WMSRT rescuers were able to cross successfully in their
kayaks, carrying with them a rope they then used to set a highline traverse
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above the water. By 12:30 a.m. rescuers from WMSRT and MRS had Joshua
in a safety harness, and a little before 1 a.m., he and they were across the river.
The group then hiked down to the parking area, where Ober interviewed
Joshua and learned the fullness of his two-day story on Kinsman Pond and
Cascade Brook Trails. By 2:15 a.m. rescuers had packed their gear, and everyone had cleared the parking area.
When he began his hike around noon on the 20th, Joshua aimed for
Kinsman Pond Shelter, and he carried with him a full complement of
overnight gear, but he did not have rain gear. The other missing item in
Joshua’s plan was a current, local weather forecast. The one he had from his
home in southern New Hampshire called for showers moving in, and he later
told Ober that he assumed southern rain would mean mountain snow.
On the night of the 20th, Joshua pulled up a half-mile short of Kinsman
Pond Shelter and set up his tent for the night. Rain moved in overnight, and
when he broke camp on the 21st, Joshua and his gear, including his sleeping
bag, were wet; he then decided to abandon his plan to climb the Kinsmans
and return to his car at the Basin. He made good progress until he reached the
first crossing of Cascade Brook. There he found the brook more than living
up to its name, and he thought trying to cross was unwise. Instead, he set out
to bushwhack down the south side of the brook until he reached the final
crossing. There, he hoped he’d find a way across.
The bushwhack was arduous, with heavy rain and sodden snow slowing
him. By Joshua’s estimate, it took him several hours to cover three-quarters
of a mile, and during that wallow, he lost both snowshoes when he sank into
the snow and the shoes got stuck there. When he reached the final brook
crossing around 3:30 p.m., he could see no way across; at that point he called
his fiancée and asked her to summon rescue.
Comment: As Lt. Ober pointed out in his incident report, the weather
bears careful attention here. When Joshua set out on the 20th, he had a
general forecast for 100 miles south of where he wanted to climb, and the day
must have been encouraging. The Mount Washington Observatory recorded
an average temperature of 30, light winds, and sunshine 92 percent of the
time on the 20th. Its report for the 21st shows how variable our mountain
weather can be: average temperature, 38; rainfall, 1.98 inches; average wind
speed, 59. The observatory also reported a snowpack of 16 inches on the 20th
had dwindled to 9 inches on the 21st, and only 2 inches on the 22nd. That
adds up to a lot of water seeking equilibrium.

winter/spring 2020 119

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 119

10/28/19 1:39 PM

That Joshua failed to anticipate the coming waters set trouble in motion;
that he could not keep himself dry in those waters shifted the incident from
one of discomfort to possible emergency. Joshua said he called for help because
he was afraid his feet would be too cold to continue on the 22nd. Also, it’s
clear his bushwhack had been very difficult, and he was now without snowshoes. All of that added up to calling rather than persisting in a bushwhack
that stayed south of Cascade Brook. It’s good Joshua did not try to force a
river crossing, but it’s also clear he was in weather and terrain that exceeded
his capabilities by a good measure.

Slick Surface
Here briefly, although the incident took 24 hours to resolve, is a story about
winter footwear. Early on December 8, 2018, Randy W., age 40, set out up
Nineteen-Mile Brook Trail. He hiked from there to Carter Dome Trail and
then on to South Carter before reversing direction and hiking back along the
range to Carter Notch Hut. As he neared the hut on the way back, Randy
was descending a steep stretch of hardpack snow when he slipped. His left
snowshoe got hung up at an awkward angle, and he felt a sharp pain in his
ankle. Randy righted himself (although he couldn’t put weight on his ankle)
and was butt-sliding down when a passerby arrived; that hiker went to the
hut for help. Soon, AMC’s caretaker and five volunteers arrived, and they
helped Randy cover the roughly quarter-mile to the hut. There, the caretaker
splinted Randy’s ankle and called in the incident. AMC’s huts director, James
Wrigley, then called NHFG, and they began to plan for a rescue in the
morning if, as seemed likely, Randy was unable to walk out.
Randy found no improvement in his ankle the next morning, only
ongoing pain and immobility, and NHFG organized a skid and carryout.
Fifteen rescuers arrived at the trailhead—eight volunteers and seven NHFG
COs—and set out. At the hut, the caretaker and guests helped Randy hobble
the few tenths of a mile up to the height-of-land, thereby saving the rescuers
an uphill carry. A little before 10 a.m. the rescuers arrived, and Androscoggin
Valley Search and Rescue emergency medical technician Mike Pelchat and
CO Jim Cyrs assessed Randy and put an Aircast over his splint. Then they
brought him out.
Comment: This rescue went as smoothly as could be hoped, even as it
required a lot of people power. I return to Randy’s slip and his footwear.
Part of NHFG’s routine when they oversee a rescue includes an inventory of
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the rescued person’s pack. The implicit question: Just how prepared was this
person? The answer in Randy’s case was well prepared. He had the right gear
for his hike, including crampons. But when he slipped and broke his ankle,
Randy was wearing his snowshoes—not crampons—on a steep descent of
hardpacked snow.
Many of us who like winter wandering have been at just this place: near
a hut or stopping place, end of a long day, and before us a slick but not
overtly icy slope to descend. Do we stop and change from snowshoes to better
traction—again? Or do we think, I’ll edge down, the claws on my shoes will give
a bit of traction; I can butt-slide if I need to. And so we go.
Snowshoes, especially those with the now-usual claws under the forefoot,
are great for climbing. For descent of steep pitches? Not so great. Your weight
tends to set back going downhill, and you land on the smooth, wide frame of
a snowshoe instead of landing on the claw. If the snowshoe slips a bit, your
weight goes back farther; it’s easy to fall backward and start sliding. Once
sliding, the snowshoes present a lot of surface to catch on a trailside tree
or rock.
Most of us carry three options on long winter hikes where terrain will
vary: snowshoes, Microspikes, and crampons. Shifting from one to the other
and back can be wearying. I take this incident as reminder to self: Make the
change, even if you are only a quarter-mile from the hut or the car.
Point of trail sensitivity: This endnote asks for thinking about footwear in
another way. Much of my winter walking is on snowshoes; often I choose my
trails to accommodate this preference. If I’m lucky, some fellow snowshoer
has preceded me, set a track. Then the walking is a form of floating, albeit
slow. But being preceded by narrower footing—Microspikes, boots—on mild
slopes often means dealing with dented, postholed trails; the walking is then
uneven, sometimes difficult, surely less enjoyable, especially after a freezethaw-freeze cycle. So, once we’ve cleared the slope that asked for narrow,
spiky shoes, let’s go back to the big ones. We all thank you.

Recommended Reading: Huntington Ice
I’m not equipped to analyze technical climbing accidents, but I draw valuable
lessons from those who are. Many of those analysts are rescuers and guides in
our mountains, and how they look at technical trouble is often instructive.
I find that especially true on the Mount Washington Avalanche Center site,
where an aforementioned, expanded, educational focus on winter incidents
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makes for must-reading. If you would go in steep snow, you should go here:
mountwashingtonavalanchecenter.org.
Briefly, here is synopsis of the February 10, 2019, incident described on
the MWAC site and reported widely in the media. On that day, 37-yearold Jeremy U. left Pinkham Notch Visitor Center with the aim of climbing
Huntington Ravine’s Central Gully. An experienced rock climber, Jeremy
was new to high-angle snow and ice climbing. He and a partner set out
at 7:30 a.m. and split up at the junction of Lion Head Winter Route and
Huntington Ravine Fire Road, with a plan to meet again at Pinkham at
4 p.m. When Jeremy didn’t appear at 4 p.m., his partner alerted AMC, who in
turn made further calls. The directed search that followed ended at 7:45 p.m
with the discovery of Jeremy’s body in the boulder field called the Fan. Later
analysis indicated that Jeremy had taken a sliding fall of some 300 feet from a
slope pitched at 35 degrees.
In an article on the MWAC site, U.S. Forest Service lead snow ranger Frank
Carus provides a detailed description of the scene, as well as meditation on
likely causes and risks. Carus’s thoughts spawned responses from a number of
local mountain guides and climbers, and those responses were cast as leading
to controversy in a long Conway Sun article on March 29 by Tom Eastman
(“Unforgiving: Braving Mount Washington” at conwaydailysun.com). I read
Carus’s remarks carefully and find they didn’t intend to invite controversy;
rather, he is simply less judgmental than some of the figures quoted in the
article. Reading both pieces and pondering their events and opinions can be
excellent education for those of us who would go to steep slopes when the
surfaces in those places dictate long slides if we fall.

PSAR Continued: Mapping Trouble
In our last issue, I wrote about the National Park Service’s program known as
PSAR, or Preventative Search and Rescue, and, in particular, about the USFS
volunteer trailhead steward program that seeks to offer advice at popular sites
before hikers take to the trails. Volunteer trail steward Chris Elliot outlined
some of his experiences at the Champney Brook trailhead one October weekend in 2018. I checked back with him recently to see how this season had
begun. Here are few more observations from the field:
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While at Champney my partner and I had an interesting discussion
about paper maps. Is one unprepared if he or she hikes the mountain
without a paper map? Having a map is one of the Ten Essentials, but it
is noted as “a map,” not a paper map. More than 50 percent of the hikers
we encountered had maps on their electronic devices, some were downloaded and some were on an app. About 20 percent had paper maps and
the rest, upon our advice, took a picture of the trailhead map.
My partner believed that everyone without a paper map was
unprepared, while I was more inclined to note as unprepared those
who arrived totally mapless. I have asked the WMNF for a response
on this, but as of yet have not heard from them. It is certainly an
age consideration, as most 20–40-year-olds now seem to rely on their
electronic devices for everything, and the idea of getting a paper map
appears unnecessary or wasteful to them. As I think you have noted we
are in a transitional phase here, another instance where at the moment
there is uncertainty with technology versus non-technology protocols
and the generation of digital immigrants versus digital natives.
I was at Champney Falls today. Of the 56 hikers who were heading for the summit, 13 had paper maps, 25 had maps on their phones,
and 18 arrived with no maps. I noted the latter 18 as unprepared in my
report to the WMNF. Interesting data and I will continue my data
recording at future dates. WMNF has not asked me to do this, but I
am interested in the information. Four others were unprepared as they
carried no water.
Comment: I’ve written in the past of my preference for paper maps, even as
I’ve written in this report and others of those maps being carried off by winds.
Having a map that offers the context of surrounding terrain helps orient a
walker, partly by asking for a developed (read, practiced) skill in reading the
map and using it effectively with a compass. A map on a screen is necessarily
small scale, and what surrounds you is often missing or off-screen. Using a
screen to gain a full sense of where one is seems akin to trying to see the scale
of the ocean through a porthole. Better, I think, to go up on deck with a chart
and scan the horizon.
— Sandy Stott
Accidents Editor
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Alpina
A semiannual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Yosemite National Park
On the walls. This past June, Selah Schneiter, age 10, climbed the Nose on
El Capitan (3,000 ft on the 7,569-ft peak) with her father and one other
climber. They ascended in five days. Selah is the youngest known climber to
go up any line on the cliff. She led some of the pitches.
The park’s Camp 4 launched the great Yosemite Valley golden age of
climbing from the late 1950s through the early 1970s. Steve Roper described
it as a pretty anarchic place in his colorful book Camp 4: Recollections of a
Yosemite Rockclimber (The Mountaineers, 1994). But now times at Camp 4 are
changing, and not necessarily for the better. The National Park Service issued
this announcement:
Late May through Early September, as part of a pilot program in 2019,
campsites are available only by daily lottery, one day in advance, via
recreation.gov, beginning May 22 (the first lottery is on May 21) and
lasting through September 15 (last lottery is September 14). The lottery
is open from midnight to 4 p.m. Pacific Time each day, with results
notifications soon thereafter.
Each person (not just the primary applicant) must check in at the
campground using a valid photo ID that matches the entry on the lottery application. (Minors must check in but do not need a photo ID.)
It is hard to imagine Steve Roper and his unruly cohort following these
protocols.

Canine Ascent Record
Mera, a 45-pound Nepalese mutt, perhaps part Tibetan mastiff and Himalayan
sheepdog, became the first dog to climb a 7,000-m peak by summiting
Baruntse (7,162 m) in Nepal on November 9, 2018. Mera had attached
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herself to the expedition guide Don Wargowsky, and she followed him and
the other climbers to the top. She climbed unroped except for a brief section
on the descent. After the successful climb, they renamed her Baru after the
mountain, and Kaji Sherpa had her transported to Kathmandu so he could
keep her.
Although Baru’s was the first canine ascent of a 7,000-m peak, dogs have a
rich mountaineering history. W. A. B. Coolidge climbed with a mongrel named
Tschingel, who made many first ascents in the Alps in the late nineteenth
century. Dogs have climbed the Grand Teton. Northeastern climbers and
writers Guy and Laura Waterman’s collie–golden retriever, Ralph, climbed
so many mountains in New England that he was proposed for Appalachian
Mountain Club membership (but was denied).

Everest 2019
Spring 2019 was the busiest season ever and one of the most controversial on
Everest (8,848 m). The saga was epitomized in a single photograph by the
Nepalese mountaineer Nirmal “Nims” Purja. It shows perhaps 60 aspirants
lined up, high on the final ridge. They are jammed together, with almost no
space between any of them. They might be lining up for the latest Harry
Potter movie. They are relying on the ropes that have been fixed for them by
a team of Sherpas. According to the climbing blogger Alan Arnette, nearly
900 people had reached the summit by May 30. And almost all of them did
so on one of the very few days in May when the winds and temperature are
relatively accommodating. As always, only the two routes of first and second
ascents were overwhelmingly the most popular, with the Nepal side seeing
the majority.
Eleven died, nine of them on the Nepal side. Two died of heart attacks,
possibly unrelated to the mountain. A number of others succumbed to
altitude. Although the exact count is disputed, it is certain that overcrowding
contributed to the fatalities. The Hillary Step is gone, but at its site climbers
still bunch up. Their ascent is complicated by all those descending the same
narrow ridge. The longer you stay up there, the more oxygen you use and the
colder you get.
An added factor is the proliferation of tour companies, some of questionable
reliability. Many of this year’s Everest climbers, even some successful ones,
lacked the experience and condition to be on the mountain.
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While waiting to summit Everest in May 2019, Nirmal “Nims” Purja captured this
image, which went viral from his Instagram account.

In mid-August, the Nepali officials sought to address these problems by
tightening permit requirements. Tourism companies would need three years’
experience organizing high-altitude expeditions. Climbers would have to have
climbed at least one peak over 6,500 m. (Some reports say the peak has to be
in Nepal.) These are proposals only; they need parliamentary approval. And as
one prominent Sherpa remarked, enforcing the new regulations would be a
“significant hurdle.”
Everest has become too popular and accessible for Nepal to ignore,
perhaps too much so for the mountain’s own good.
Despite the crowds on the two usual routes, two climbers tried a new one.
American Cory Richards and Esteban “Topo” Mena of Ecuador aimed for
a couloir on the north side that would have required about 1,980 m of new
climbing. Bad snow conditions turned them back about 1,000 m short of the
top, but they intend to try again this year.
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Nanda Devi Area
Although there were casualties elsewhere in the Himalaya, the largest death toll,
eight, was recorded on an unnamed, unclimbed peak in the Indian Garwhal.
At 6,477 m, this mountain stands next to the east peak of Nanda Devi. The
experienced British climber Martin Moran was leading seven climbers in an
international group when an avalanche apparently overwhelmed them on
May 27. Four other party members had stayed below and were unharmed. An
anonymous official in Uttarakhand state, site of the mountain, told Agence
France-Presse, “The permission was granted for Nanda Devi east and any
diversion is illegal. We were completely unaware of their changed plan and
that turned fatal.”

High Peaks, Winter 2019
Yet another season has passed, and K2 (8,611 m) remains the only 8,000-m
peak without a winter ascent. Two strong teams tried in 2019; both were
turned back by high winds. A Polish group and probably others will try again
this year. Climbing K2, the second-highest mountain in the world, in winter
remains a tremendous challenge, featuring technical difficulty (far more than
Everest), as well as frighteningly low temperatures. Someone will make a
winter ascent—someday.
Nanga Parbat, the thirteenth 8,000er to be climbed in winter, was
the scene of tragedy for the second consecutive winter. Two outstanding
alpinists died, apparently in a fall, from the Mummery Rib, scene of an
1895 attempt and still unclimbed. Daniele Nardi, a 42-year-old Italian, had
made four previous attempts on the mountain. Among his many ascents
were Gasherbrum, Everest, and Shishapangma in the Himalaya, as well as
Aconcagua in Argentina.
The other casualty on Nanga Parbat was especially poignant for Britons.
At age 30, Tom Ballard, the son of the late climber Alison Hargreaves, had
compiled a formidable climbing record. He was the first to solo the six major
north faces in the Alps in a single winter and had established new lines on the
north face of the Eiger. Ballard was only 6 years old when his mother died
while descending K2. Earlier that year, 1995, she became the first woman to
summit Everest solo and without supplementary oxygen.
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Patagonia
The most noteworthy feat of winter 2019 (Patagonia’s summer) season
was a free solo of Fitz Roy (11,171 ft). Jim Reynolds, a 25-year-old from
California, made the round-trip in fifteen and a half hours. Although the
route is somewhat less technically difficult than Alex Honnold’s free solo on
El Capitan, the elevation gain of the climb was greater, 5,000 feet (about
2,000 feet more than Honnold had to climb). Reynolds had rehearsed only a
part of it. The rest was new to him. Even more remarkable: He down-climbed
the whole thing, omitting any temptation to rappel. As most readers know,
climbing down is usually trickier than climbing up.
The exploit raises again the risks inherent in soloing. In an article by
Andrew Bisharat in National Geographic, Rolando Garibotti, who has made
his share of solo ascents, said, “I worry about how this will influence young
men. Because I was influenced when I was young. But it’s important to know
that there are other ways to create a meaningful life than using risk.”* But
because Reynolds’s climb was not filmed (as Honnold’s was, for Free Solo,
from filmmakers Elizabeth Chai Vasarhelyi and Jimmy Chin), I predict it will
be far less influential.

Tragedy on Howse Pk
Situated along the British Columbia–Alberta border in Canada’s Banff
National Park, Howse Pk (3,290 m; 10,810 ft) is a major challenge. Howse’s
east face is especially imposing. In 1999, Scott Backes, Steve House, and Barry
Blanchard pioneered a very hard route, known as M-16, which ends on top of
a couloir some distance below the summit. On the way down, Blanchard was
struck by snow blocks and was helicoptered out.
Twenty years later another extremely strong three-man team ventured
onto the face. They climbed the bottom half of M-16, moved left halfway up
the face, and covered new terrain to the summit. Photos from their cameras
were used to deduce the route. But on the descent, an avalanche swept over,
killing them. The three climbers were some of the best alpinists in the world.
American Jess Roskelley, the son of John Roskelley, one of the foremost
Himalayan climbers of his time, had completed a number of major climbs.
* See Bisharat’s article, “This Climber Just Pulled Off the Biggest Free Solo of the Year
(and He’s Not Alex Honnold),” nationalgeographic.com/adventure/2019/03/climber-jim
-reynolds-free-solos-fitz-roy/.

128 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 128

10/28/19 1:39 PM

His April 2017 ascent of the south ridge of Alaska’s Mt Huntington (12,240
ft) was described in the previous Alpina (Summer/Fall 2019). At age 20, in
2003, Jess climbed Everest with his father. At the time, he was the youngest
American to summit.
David Lama, 28, grew up in Austria, his mother’s native country. His
father was Nepali. He was an exceptionally strong climber, as exemplified by
his free ascent of Cerro Torre (10,262 ft). His time on the Himalayan peak
Lunag Ri (6,907 m) may be found in Alpina (Winter/Spring 2018).
Hansjörg Auer, 35, made many daring climbs in and near his native Austria. One of the most famous is his 2007 free solo of “The Fish,” 2,800 feet of
sometimes extremely hard going on the south face of Marmolada (10,968 ft)
in the Dolomites.

More Really Hard Climbs
In mid-May Czech alpinists Marek Holeček and Zdeněk “Hook” Hák made
the first ascent of the northwest face of Chamlang (7,319 m) in eastern Nepal.
The pair received a Piolet d’Or for their 2017 first ascent of a new alpine-style
route on Gasherbrum I. Chamlang may bring them another. Chamlang was
first climbed by the southern ridge in 1962 by a Japanese-led expedition. The
very imposing northwest route had been attempted a number of times. The
Czech route is about 2,000 m; it was done in a six-day push, round trip.
Like Poland, Russia has produced many climbers who like things tough.
Two of them, Sergey Nilov and Dmitry Golovchenko, have been part of two
efforts that won a Piolet d’Or: on Muztagh Tower (7,276 m) and Thalay Sagar
(6,904 m). Last spring they tackled Jannu (7,710 m), one of the hardest peaks
in Nepal. Set in the far east of the country, it was not climbed until 1962, by
an extremely strong French team. By that time, all but one of the 8,000-m
peaks had been summited.
Their route may be the easiest—that is, the least difficult—on the mountain, but it can hardly be called “standard.” It follows very steep, intricate, and
precarious ridges of snow and ice. Several other routes have been opened on
the mountain, all very hard and two of them controversial, on the grounds,
respectively, of authenticity and style. Nilov and Golovchenko established
a noteworthy additional line. The Russian route ascends the previously
unclimbed east face to 7,400 m.
When they reached this point, they had been on the face two weeks. They
elided the summit and headed down. But because their line had been swept
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by avalanches, they chose the French route. This was new to them and had
gotten no easier since 1962. It took them another five days to get down. The
last four days, they had no food. Polish climber and filmmaker Eliza Kubarska
provided support for the nineteen-day ordeal.
—Steven Jervis
Alpina Editor
Many thanks to Michael Levy, Alpina assistant editor. Sources include The New
York Times, Outside Online, the BBC, Rock and Ice, and the indispensable
alanarnette.com/blog.
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Geology

When I am done walking
I will look up
the definition for geology—
word of earth—
in a dictionary without angles or sides
that maps the peaks and valleys
of somewhere I’ve never been. What of
these spells of breeze and weight,
the hesitance given to the climb,
the involuntary hurry of descent
will not last? Down
come the small pebbles
following in the footsteps
of early boulders, glacial till, one rock

in the crevice
of my boot. If it’s the force
of friction that holds things close
to the mountain, it is
the forces of gravity and time
that send them away. Can I
account for the kind of repetition
not to be taken for infinity?
Could I forget this
exact spot where today I beheld
clear light bending through clouds,
the constant
coincidence of meeting my loneliness
in the same place as my joy?
Alice B. Fogel

Alice B. Fogel’s latest book is A Doubtful House (Bauhan Publishing, 2017). Her
collection Interval: Poems Based on Bach’s “Goldberg Variations” (Schaffner Press,
2015) won the Nicholas Schaffner Award for Music in Literature and the 2016
New Hampshire Literary Award in Poetry. Her poems have appeared in many
journals and anthologies. She hikes mountains whenever possible and has completed
about half of the Appalachian Trail. She is a former New Hampshire poet laureate.
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News and Notes
Mount Guyot Rises, Tecumseh Falls Short
Will peakbaggers soon get out their lists of New Hampshire peaks and
reevaluate which 48 they need to summit to apply for membership in the
Appalachian Mountain Club’s Four Thousand Footer Club?
The 48th mountain on the list of the 48 White Mountain 4,000-footers, Mount Tecumseh, now measures 3,995 feet, rather than 4,003 feet, its
published elevation for many years. And one peak that has never made the
4,000-footer list, because its summit did not rise the required 200 feet from
its neighbor, Mount Guyot (4,580 feet), now clearly does rise at least 200 feet.
That’s according to AMC’s cartographer, Larry Garland, who in 2018 began
comparing publicly available Lidar elevation data from the U.S. Geological
Survey with published elevations on maps and in guidebooks.
Garland also has found these changes in “rise” from neighboring peaks
that would affect these mountains’ place on official peakbagging lists:
•
•
•
•

Mount Lincoln does not rise 200 feet from its neighbor, which could
mean it no longer qualifies as an official 4,000-footer.
South Hancock, too, fails to rise the necessary 200 feet from
Mount Hancock.
In Vermont, the peak next to Mount Mansfield, the Nose, previously
was not considered to have a 200-foot rise but now does.
An unnamed bump west of Mount Tecumseh now qualifies as a
3,000-footer with a 200-foot rise.

Beside these, Garland reports he has found an additional 27 changes to the
New England 3,000-footers.
Whether Tecumseh will fall off the official 4,000-footer list or Guyot will
be added, Garland says, “is up to the AMC Four Thousand Footer Committee to decide. Years ago, the Adirondack Mountain Club decided to keep the
traditional elevations despite newer more accurate data.”
Stay tuned for updates.
—Christine Woodside, with an earlier report from Nina Paus-Weiler
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Cold River Camp Turns 100
Geographically speaking, Cold River Camp represents a transition, sitting
directly atop the New Hampshire–Maine state line. And in 2019, the beloved
AMC destination crosses another kind of boundary: from its first century to
its second.
The story of the land dates far beyond 100 years. First home to the
Pequawket, the area saw the arrival of British settlers in the mid-1700s. As
more railroads appeared, farmers came to till the land where the camp sits
today. In 1906, Wilford Robbins, the dean of New York General Theological
Seminary, purchased the property to build a retreat for college students
and seminarians. AMC first became interested in the site around that same
time, as more hikers came to explore the area, and by 1902 AMC had started
buying small parcels of land surrounding Robbins’s retreat. AMC was able to
purchase the whole property in June 1919, after a donation from Theodore
Scarborough Conant, thus establishing Cold River Camp.
The $5,000 price tag included 38 acres and seven buildings, only two
of which were guest cabins. (In the camp’s earliest days, visitors stayed in
tents.) Compare that with today’s roughly 100 acres, with 26 cabins and
another 18 buildings, including dining and rec halls, plus a library. In its

Guests hang out at Cold River Camp’s main buildings.

APPALACHIAN MOUNTAIN CLUB/PAULA

CHAMPAGNE
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inaugural summer under AMC, Cold River welcomed 37 people—5 percent
of the roughly 700 guests who now pass through annually. Many of these
are families, such as volunteers Emma and Bob Crane, who have brought
children, and now grandchildren, every summer since 1972.
Although the Cranes cite an appealing timelessness, some of the camp’s
most notable features are marked by distinct events. In 1938, leaders threw a
party after electric power arrived. In 1941, after the death of longtime volunteer
William “Pa” Bicknell, volunteers introduced Bicknell Ridge Trail, now a
prized route for its views of the Wild River Wilderness—not to mention its
stash of blueberries in season. In 1975, Cold River welcomed its first female
croo. In the wake of a 1980 blizzard, the camp opened its first year-round
cabin hosting winter guests.
—Kelleigh Welch, as originally published in AMC Outdoors magazine.
See a slideshow of historical images at outdoors.org/switchback.

Women Make New Records in the White Mountains
Trail runners continue to find faster ways up the boulders of New Hampshire’s
White Mountains, and for those who enjoy statistics, check fastestknowntime
.com.
On July 25, 2019, Katie Schide ran a new women’s record time on the White
Mountains hut-traverse route between Carter Notch Hut and Lonesome
Lake Hut. According to a link from the GPS of her running partner, Germain
Grangier, Schide ran the route in about 12 hours 8 minutes, beating Kristina
Folcik’s August 25, 2018, record of 14:28:06.
And in the summer of 2019, women made new records on the Presidential
Traverse. On June 28, 2019, Jess Marion ran from the Appalachia trailhead on
Route 2 to Crawford Notch in 5 hours 14 minutes 24 seconds. “I went over
Franklin,” she reported on fastestknowntime.com. “I also opted to go down
past Mizpah [Hut] (hut kid’s nostalgia) rather than do the Pierce lollipop. Had
to really turn on the afterburners there.” On August 2, Kels Spare traversed
starting up Madison on the Daniel Webster Scout Trail, clocking 5 hours 6
minutes 37 seconds. The very next day, August 3, Lydia Gill reported a new
record of 4 hours 58 minutes 1 second. “Dry, sunny, and breezy—a perfect
day,” she noted later. The traverse distance can vary slightly, depending on the
route, but it usually measures at least 18 miles.
Clearly the fastest-known time movement is taking hold in the White
Mountains. Next year is bound to bring more feats and records.
—Christine Woodside, with thanks to Doug Mayer
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A Place Called Love

after Rumi
In a faraway valley
hidden from hate and prejudice,
there is a meadow
lush with lupine and larkspur.
If you yearn for love;
pack only what you can carry
and meet me there—
Hope will show you the way.
John Smelcer

John Smelcer is the last living member of the Ahtna tribe of Alaska who can read,
write, and speak in their severely endangered language. He is the author of 50 books,
including his poetry book Indian Giver (Leapfrog, 2016).
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Research
Common Loons Struggle on a Lake
That Should Be Perfect for Them
Tiffany Grade, the Squam Lakes program biologist for the Loon Preservation
Committee (LPC) in New Hampshire, steers her small boat into a cove on
Big Squam Lake, where a pair of common loons had mysteriously abandoned
their nest and its eggs a few days earlier. This nest had been established on a
human-made structure, surrounded by artificial vegetation. These structures
help loons avoid predators and find safe water’s-edge habitat. The empty
platform is a mournful sight.
Common loons, Gavia immer, a federally threatened species, migrate each
spring to the two Squam lakes, Big Squam and Little Squam, and to several
other northern lakes for the breeding season. Encounters with Squam boats
and shoreline development so threatened them that, in 1975, a concerned resident started the LPC. The LPC has conducted research and public education
ever since, and today its senior biologist and executive director, Harry Vogel,
guides a staff that surveys loon nests, rescues injured birds, conducts field
research, and teaches the public about the birds from its headquarters, based
in Moultonborough. The LPC has tried to teach all who spend time on New
Hampshire lakes not to chase loons or disturb shore nests.
But the loons’ problems go deeper than ensuring they have nesting space.
Scientists, such as Grade, who focuses on Squam Lake in central New Hampshire, conduct field work that includes protecting loons from mortal danger.
Each spring and summer Grade becomes intimately acquainted with each
loon living on Squam. She and her colleagues have banded several of the
birds, allowing the researchers to follow the loons’ actions year to year. She
knows their behavioral quirks and has watched their territorial battles and
struggles against predators and other hazards. Her goal is to ensure the loons
don’t die prematurely but, when they do, to understand why.
She leans out of the bow of her boat, detaching rope and a sign that had
warned boaters away from the abandoned nest. She cares about each of these
loons. A few days later, she will learn that another male loon who had previously bred with the female arrived at the nest and initiated a fight. Such
sparring often leads to nest abandonment while the two males fight it out.
A study published in 2006 by Cornell University and Chapman University
scientists found that male loons fight more around artificial platforms than
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near natural shoreline. Since then, Grade says, scientists have learned to place
the platforms judiciously. Loons are fiercely territorial everywhere they nest—
on natural shoreline and on platforms—and they remember their breeding
partners from year to year.
Loons typically live as long as 30 years, they dive deep, and they stay submerged for many minutes while finding food. They are excellent parents.
Males and females share nest-sitting and feeding duties. They have all these
traits in their favor.
So much else works against their survival. They don’t mate every year, and
when they do mate, the female lays only two eggs. Bald eagles, raccoons, ringnecked gulls, crows, and foxes snatch and eat eggs. The developed shoreline
removes many possible nesting sites. Loons like to nest right on the water
because their bones are very dense, their legs set far back on their bodies, and
they can’t walk more than a few steps on land. The LPC and other groups
around North America have erected structures that are tiny floating islands on
which loons can build nests. Many of the loons do nest on these structures,
which keep the eggs a bit removed
from some predators.
From the 1970s, when the LPC
began its work, until about fifteen
years ago, loons on Squam Lake
had seemed to be stabilizing. People
became more sensitive to the birds’
unusual habits and needs. Their survival as a population depends on
long lives and slow, steady breeding.
Many people have given time counting and reporting problems they see
with loons. On a census in July 2019,
520 volunteers surveying 104 lakes and
ponds in New Hampshire counted
430 adult loons, 79 chicks, and 6
immature loons.
Very few of those loons live on the
Squam lakes, even though Big Squam Biologist Tiffany Grade removes ropes
is larger and wilder than many New and a sign after a pair of loons abanHampshire lakes. Starting in 2005, doned their floating nest in a territory
Squam loons suffered a dramatic dispute last June. CHRISTINE WOODSIDE
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decline in their already low breeding productivity, Grade says, with only nine
breeding pairs, down from the previous year’s sixteen. On average, seven to
eight loon chicks survive on Squam in a season. In productive years, thirteen
to fifteen chicks have hatched and made it out of infancy on Squam. (These
numbers reflect loons’ fierce territorial instinct; a lake can support only so
many.) But in recent years the numbers have been especially low: for example,
one chick in 2007, one in 2013, one in 2015. In 2019, four chicks survived into
mid-August on Squam.
Statewide, each breeding pair produces one chick every other year. But on
Squam Lake, the average per pair is one every four years. Grade says that’s too
low to sustain a loon population long-term.
Two deadly killing forces, both human-caused, could be partly responsible.
One is fishing with lead tackle. The other is leaking chemicals outlawed
years ago but still used to kill insects that humans find irritating.
Squam Lake’s public boat launch was rebuilt and upgraded in 2001, giving
more fishing boats access. This seems to correlate with the increase in deaths
from lead tackle, Grade says. In a 2018 article for the Journal of Wildlife
Management, Grade and Vogel, both of the LPC; Eric M. Laflamme of
Plymouth State University; and Mark Pokras of Tufts University found that
when loons ingest lead fishing tackle (which might be attached to fish they
eat or otherwise appear to be edible), it was “the leading cause of mortality in
adult common loons.”
Almost 49 percent of known loon deaths in the study were due to lead
toxicosis from swallowing lead tackle. The researchers were able to deduce
from the timing of the deaths that most casualties came from lead tackle used
in the year the loons ingested it, rather than tackle that might have been lying
on lake bottoms. “We estimated that lead tackle mortality reduced the population growth rate by 1.4 percent and the statewide population by 43 percent
during the years of the study,” the scientists wrote.*
In 2013, the state of New Hampshire passed a law banning the sale of lead
fishing tackle. Loons were shot in apparent protest by fishers in spring 2014.
The lead tackle ban went into effect in 2016. But so far scientists have not
documented a decline in loon deaths from lead tackle. Many still use lead
tackle, often from caches that pre-date the 2013 law. So, the LPC worked

* Tiffany Grade et al., “Population-Level Effects of Lead Fishing Tackle on Common Loons,”
The Journal of Wildlife Management, 82(1), pages 155–164, 2018; DOI: 10.1002/jwmg.21348.
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with New Hampshire Fish and Game to give fishers who turn in lead tackle
vouchers to buy new gear made of nontoxic materials.
“We’re not asking people to stop fishing,” Vogel told Robin Young of
WBUR in July 2019. “We’re just asking them to get rid of their old lead tackle
and replace it with new, nontoxic, wildlife-safe tackle.”
The second ominous human-caused problem that likely hurts or kills
loons was discovered a few years ago. Between 2005 and 2007, the same time
fewer loons were breeding, loons disappeared from the northeastern part of
Squam Lake, near the town of Sandwich. Scientists began to question the
water quality.
They tested crayfish in tributaries and then tested sediment. By 2015 and
2016 scientists at the LPC had documented contaminated sediments in three
places on the lake: They found polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and dioxins
near Sandwich in Kesumpe Pond; they found DDT in lake sediment at the
Moultonborough–Sandwich border; and they found DDT in the brook that
empties into Bennett Cove, in Holderness. The test results were delivered

Loon fights can be violent and even fatal: Two males fight over a female mate and
breeding territory on a New Hampshire lake. KITTIE WILSON
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to the New Hampshire Department of Environmental Services, which
expressed concern, although the agency lacked funding to continue testing.
The Squam Lakes Association and Plymouth State University have taken up
the sediment testing.
The effects of the warming climate on loons occupy scientists around
the continent. Birds can fight off viruses and pests, but if new viruses and
new pests migrate north and attack them, the loons must spend all of their
energy simply surviving. In early July, a female loon died on Squam just days
before the eggs she was incubating were set to hatch. The necropsy revealed
a shocking diagnosis: avian malaria. This was only the second avian malaria
case documented in North America. The first was in 2015, on Lake Umbagog,
which straddles the New Hampshire–Maine border. Within weeks, two more
loons—one on another lake in New Hampshire, the other in Maine—died of
this mosquito-borne illness. “This may be a new, emerging threat to loons in
New Hampshire,” Grade reports in a newsletter dispatch.
Even those pests long established can severely hurt loons. Grade notes that
one species of black fly feeds only on loons, and in 2019 these flies were so
tenacious that some loons were jumping off nests they were incubating and
into the water for relief from the painful bites.
Squam Lake should be the ideal habitat for loons. But in recent years its
breeding productivity is about half what it should be to sustain itself. “There’s
a lot going on,” Grade says, in a major understatement.
—Christine Woodside
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Confluence

August morning, sunlight
flickering through
green canopy of birch,
tulip tree, white pine.
Step by rhythmical
step, even at
the steep incline
after the falls
where the brook spills
her first pools.
Suddenly, the triangular
head, the stout body,
weaving through
speckled leaf litter,
undulating at my pace.
I raise one leg,
she passes underneath —
then the other,

we two
in harmony,
divine cadence. I turn
my head in astonishment.
She slithers toward
the trout lilies brightening
the edge of the brook,
looks at me,
as she wriggles beneath
my scissor kick.
She slips into
the sunlight warming
stones above the water’s
rush, flicks her
tongue, pauses to drink.
From the fire tower
at the summit of the mountain,
I can see the whole valley.
Wally Swist

Wally Swist’s books include The Daodejing: A New Interpretation, with David
Breeden and Steven Schroeder (Lamar University Literary Press, 2015), and Candling
the Eggs (Shanti Arts, LLC, 2017). Swist’s new books are The Map of Eternity (Shanti
Arts, LLC, 2018), Singing for Nothing: Selected Nonfiction as Literary Memoir
(The Operating System, 2018), and On Beauty: Essays, Reviews, Fiction, and Plays
(Adelaide Books. 2018). He won the 2018 Ex Ophidia Press Poetry Prize for A Bird
Who Seems to Know Me: Poems Regarding Birds & Nature (Ex Ophidia Press, 2019).
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Books and Media
Hermit: The Mysterious Life
of Jim Whyte
By Jeffrey H. Ryan
Maine Authors Publishing, 2019, 153 pages.
ISBN 978-1-63381-188-1.
Price: $17.95 (paperback).
Something about the Maine Woods must
attract loners, as well as writers determined to
uncover those loners’ secret lives. See Michael
Finkel’s national bestseller, The Stranger in
the Woods: The Extraordinary Story of the Last
True Hermit (Knopf, 2017), about a man who
holed up in a tent for 27 years in the North
Pond area of Belgrade Lakes.
In this new book, Jeffrey H. Ryan delves more than a century further
back in time. He was inspired by Appalachian Trail pioneer Milton Avery’s
1934 guide to the trail, which referenced a side trail to a cabin where lived a
“picturesque adventurer” who went by the name of Jim Whyte.
Ryan began researching the mysterious character, and thus Hermit was
born. Labeled “creative nonfiction,” his book relies on an invented narrator
to tell a tale that dates back to Whyte’s 1895 arrival in Monson, Maine, where
he settled into a remote cabin near what is now a section of the AT. This is
probably the best way to tell a story with many versions of the truth.
Who was Jim Whyte? By some accounts he was a world-traveling renaissance man who spoke six languages, who had an extensive book collection,
and who made, lost, and regained a fortune. But he evidently had a dark side
that twice attracted the attention of the FBI.
Ryan may not have definitively answered questions about Whyte’s shady
past, but he paints a colorful, engaging portrait of an enigmatic figure. As the
book’s title suggests, Whyte’s story remains a mystery.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor
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AMC’s Best Day Hikes in Central
Massachusetts: Four-Season Guide
to 50 of the Best Trails, from the
Pioneer Valley to the Worcester Hills
By John S. Burk
Appalachian Mountain Club, 2018,
288 pages.
ISBN 978-1-62842-094-4.
Price: $18.95 (paperback).
I live in Connecticut, where forest and
shoreline dominate the landscape. Now that
I have this book, I’m going to make sure I
hike in the place I pass through on my way
north to bigger mountains. In the Bay State,
miles and miles of picturesque paths—both mountain and flatter ground—
offer excellent hiking, views, and nature.
John S. Burk’s excellent new guide describes 50 enticing trails in four
counties, including several hills, like Northfield Mountain, Mount Tom,
Mount Holyoke, and Mount Watatic; plus lower elevations, like paths around
the Quabbin Reservoir and in the Blackstone River and Canal Heritage
State Park.
Looking for a scenic vista? Try Wachusett Mountain State Reservation
straddling the towns of Princeton and Westminster, which boasts a 100-plusmile view of old forests, Echo Lake, and High Meadow.
Visit Deerfield’s Mount Sugarloaf State Reservation, with a panoramic
perspective of the Connecticut River and Pioneer Valley; and Hermit
Mountain in Erving, which offers views of the Miller River Valley and is the
site of a rock cave known as Hermit’s Castle that once housed a legendary
local recluse.
Want waterfalls? Try Two Bridges Trail in Ashfield, which passes Chapel
Falls and tumbling streams; Wendell State Forest in Wendell; or Jacobs Hill
Reservation in Royalston, site of a picturesque cascade and natural pools.
The volume also lists places to watch hawks (Willard Brook State Forest);
view beaver ponds (Bear Swamp Reservation and Granville State Forest, among
others); and stroll through a butterfly garden (Rock House Reservation).
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Fulfilling the hallmarks of all Appalachian Mountain Club guidebooks,
Best Day Hikes in Central Massachusetts is well-organized, easy to read, and
contains detailed maps (by Ken Dumas) and trail descriptions, along with
scads of useful data. Historical essays describe the time of dinosaurs, the
lost towns underneath the Quabbin Reservoir, and early-twentieth-century
storms, among other fascinating events.
Burk, a photographer and historian who lives in central Massachusetts,
again has proven to be a reliable authority. He has written or edited more
than a dozen books and guides, including AMC’s Massachusetts Trail Guide
and AMC’s maps of the New England National Scenic Trail and Bay
Circuit Trail.
With this latest guide in hand, I’m eager to venture into new territory.
—Steve Fagin

Reflections: 100 Years of Friendship
and Hiking at AMC Cold River Camp
By Robert and Emma Crane
AMC Cold River Camp, 2018, 343 pages.
ISBN 978-0-692-19003-6. Price $29.95
(paperback).
What motivated you to go to (any)
Appalachian Mountain Club Camp the first
time? What did you find there that caused
you to go back? This volume compiles a whole
host of different answers to those questions
(granted, more aimed at the second rather
than the first), as particularly applicable to
Cold River Camp, located in Evans Notch on the border dividing Maine and
New Hampshire.
My wife and I had been backpacking for years, but when we had our first
child, a vacation would be decidedly less work at a full-service camp than
simply continuing to backpack with child. So, which camp, then? Within the
AMC universe, that was an easy choice: Cold River Camp was, and still is, the
only one allowing children of a minimal age. (In fact, when we went with our
daughter, aged 11 months, she wasn’t the youngest in camp. Three years later,
when our son was only 4 months old, he wasn’t the youngest in camp, either!)
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Although focusing narrowly on the camp, Reflections is encyclopedic in its
treatment of the subject. Starting with 120 pages of history—short biographies
of founders and other notables, summaries of 100 years of “this cabin newly
built” and “the main lodge expanded”—the documentation is remarkably
thorough for an organization whose records have been almost exclusively
maintained by volunteers. Still, unless you have spent some time at Cold
River Camp, you will quickly skip ahead. Of course, those whose lives have
revolved around the camp for decades will find it all fascinating, including
the final 90 pages listing volunteer names, historic dates, and a bibliography
The general reader will engage in camp traditions, as well, particularly in
the “CRC Art, Poetry & Song” section. These contain samplings of universal
truths for anyone who has ever trod the trails of the northern New England
mountains or been to camp anywhere. There follow about 100 pages of
“Reflections” by a great variety of campers, young and old. I tried to put
myself in the mindset of never having been to CRC. Would I find this
interesting? I failed. These short essays are all interesting in their own unique
way (compliments to the editors for managing to collect them), but they are
all—how could it be otherwise—imbued with the camp cultural and physical
environment, which makes them precious to the camp regulars and perhaps
less than easily accessible to those of you who have never had the pleasure of
experiencing Evans Notch in the company of fellow campers.
—Robert Goeke

The Impossible Climb: Alex Honnold,
El Capitan, and the Climbing Life
By Mark Synnott
Dutton, 2018, 403 pages.
ISBN 978-1-101-98664-6.
Price: $28 (hardcover).
The title is oxymoronic: With his
now famous free solo of El Capitan, Alex
Honnold has proved the impossible to be
possible after all. Is there such a thing as an
impossible climb? Whatever has been done
will almost certainly be surpassed. In April
2019 Jim Reynolds free-soloed Patagonia’s
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highest peak, Fitz Roy. Five thousand feet of wall, versus El Cap’s mere 3,000.
Even more amazing, Reynolds down-climbed the entire route.
Honnold is justifiably resistant to ascriptions of fearlessness. Synnott
writes, “Alex tries to deal with fear in the same way he would other basic
emotions, like hunger.” He was even induced to undergo a brain scan to check
for abnormalities. It revealed nothing dramatic but a relative insensitivity to
threats. But you cannot be brave and fearless at the same time. I suggest
reading Joseph Conrad’s novel Lord Jim, in which a French sailor on a derelict
ship says, “One is always afraid, but one does not die of it.” Honnold has
exquisite control of his own fear.
Honnold emerges from this book as a likable though obsessive fellow. I
got a better sense of him here than I did from Alone on the Wall (Blackstone
Publishing, 2019), the autobiography he wrote with David Roberts. But
Synnott’s book is not only—or, I think, most valuably—about Alex
Honnold. Much of it describes the climbing life of Honnold’s predecessors,
their commitments, and strivings. Dean Potter, Alex Lowe, Ron Kauk, Jared
Ogden, and particularly John Bachar, the country’s best-known soloist before
Honnold, hold vivid roles in this account. You may also read about the raucous
Yosemite climbing gangs, the Stonemasters and the Stone Monkeys. And
Synnott narrates his own scary climb (sensibly, not solo) on the formidable
Trango Tower in the Karakoram.
To add to its excellence, the book has a section of vivid color photographs.
—Steven Jervis

The White Mountain:
Rediscovering Mount Washington's
Hidden Culture
By Dan Szczesny
Hobblebush Books, 2018, 284 pages.
ISBN 978-1-939449-17-7. Price: $25
(paperback).
How well we know that Mount Washington
inspires astounding devotion in its climbers.
But the mountain also inspires astounding
creative activity: a dandelion eradication
squad on the summit, a Railway to the Moon
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Steampunk Festival. During the charmed, lovestruck year Dan Szczesny
describes in this book, he was so enraptured by the highest mountain in New
England that he became its emissary—like one of Queen Elizabeth’s children
representing the great woman at royal functions.
He volunteered as an assistant cook for the Mount Washington Observatory
staff (heavy on the chicken parm). He strolled up the Mount Washington
Auto Road dressed as Walt Whitman while reading aloud for the annual event
of setting weird records, called Alton Weagle Day. Szczesny published an
essay based on that experience in Appalachia (“Mount Washington’s Quirky
Record Holder,” Winter/Spring 2018). He was everywhere Washingtonian,
living out his dreams and maybe ours.
The mountain queen is well and truly represented here. Szczesny’s book
brims with facts and history but also with love stories, starting with his own.
With no hiking experience at all, he first climbed Mount Washington in 1999:
“It was May. We headed up in the dark. We got back down in the dark. I could
not get out of bed the next morning.” Thus, the affair’s painful beginning.
Since then, the affair has lasted without pain, partly because “once
the mountain touches you, it changes you. No amount of miles that fate
puts between you and the hill can ever change you back.” The characters
Szczesny profiles have also been driven by love to sublime, and sometimes
ridiculous, activity; they are studies in the best kind of preoccupation. There
is George Etzweiler, the self-effacing 97-year-old runner in the annual Mount
Washington Road Race; Allmuth Perzel, the charismatic 77-year-old “Seek the
Peak” hiker known as a “Rock Star of the New England Hiking Community”;
and Alex McKenzie, the radio operator who, from the observatory in 1934,
recorded the highest wind speed in history—231 vertiginous mph. To the
mountain, each visitor is “just another pile of breathing stardust at the edge
of an ancient ravine.” But to each visitor, the mountain is sun and moon.
Toward the end of his year’s immersion, Szczesny takes his toddler with
him to the summit. This landscape so full of enthrallment for him is “just a
place of air and rocks” for her, less magical than a slice of pizza. But Szczesny
is patient, and the mountain is, too. His daughter will know and love
Washington, in time.
—Elissa Ely
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Chasing Denali
By Jon Waterman
Lyons Press, 2019, 140 pages.
ISBN 978-1-4390-3519-9.
Price: $25.95 (hardcover).
Alaska’s Denali has many distinctions.
At just over 20,300 feet, it is the highest
mountain in North America. It is by far the
northernmost peak of that height. It is subject to terrific storms. And it is very cold. An
Italian who had been to 8,000 meters on K2
told me Denali was the coldest place he had
ever been.
And the mountain once known as Mount McKinley has a storied history:
1908: Frederick Cook’s claim that he had made the first ascent two
years earlier is discredited, along with his claim of reaching the North
Pole. Yet some continue to believe him. There is a Frederick A. Cook
society even now.
1910: A team of “sourdoughs” from Fairbanks makes the first summit
of the (slightly lower) north peak. There is controversy about this, too
(more later).
1913: The true (south) summit is reached by a party led, or at least
participated in, by Archdeacon Hudson Stuck.
1951: Bradford Washburn leads a new route up the West Buttress. (This
route became the most popular way up; hundreds climb it every year.)
1967: Denali is the site of one of the worst calamities in American
climbing. Seven people die of hypothermia. Endless, bitter controversy
ensues over who is responsible.
Jon Waterman has been chasing Denali most of his life. He has written two
previous books about it. Surviving Denali (AAC Press, 1991) is an extremely
useful, cautionary account of accidents on the mountain and how to avoid,
or least live through, them. In the Shadow of Denali (Lyons Press, 2010) is a
warm, often humorous, sometimes scary collection of essays. His new book
is part history, part reflection. He describes reaching the summit at age 60,
which he thinks is old age. (Just wait, Jon.)
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He devotes much of his narrative to the famed—and sometimes argued
about—“sourdough” climb. It is an amazing story: A bunch of tough Fairbanks residents without climbing experience or traditional equipment (not
even a rope) reached the north peak, just shy of 20,000 feet. They dragged
a 14-foot spruce pole behind them! They wanted to plant it on top so their
townsmen could see proof of their feat. (I once heard Bradford Washburn
exclaim, “You couldn’t see a lighthouse from Fairbanks!”) Not everyone
believed the sourdough account, especially after several false embellishments,
but Waterman sets out to resolve the matter. He succeeds by enlarging a
photograph taken from some distance in 1912. There we can see, plausibly if
not very clearly, the pole, right where it was said to be—not on top, but at
well over 18,000 feet. This photo is now part of Denali history, thanks partly
to Waterman.
But has he fulfilled the dust jacket claim that he has solved “one of the
greatest mysteries in mountaineering”? Although some have doubted the
sourdough narrative, most accept it. A member of Stuck’s 1913 party said
he had seen the pole. Mount McKinley, an enormous book by Bradford
Washburn and David Roberts (Abradale Press, 1991), assumes the validity of
the ascent and shows an arrow on a photograph, taken from some distance,
pointing to the flagpole.
More revealing than the flagpole photo is Waterman’s analysis of the
“creepers”: improvised nine-point crampons that may explain the ascent of
what will be forever known as “sourdough gully.” This is a long, steep slope
of snow and ice, with the hazard of falling rocks. It is hard to imagine climbing such a feature, much less hauling along a 14-foot spruce pole. As of 2016,
no one seems to have repeated this ascent, even without a pole. In 1976, four
climbers took a long fall trying to descend the gully. Two of them were killed.
Waterman does a fine job with the crew of roustabouts, blowhards,
and hardmen in Alaska in the early 1900s. Among the most colorful is the
bloviating, overweight, and unskilled Tom Lloyd, who claimed to have been
with the sourdoughs not only on the north peak but also on the south. He
paints an unflattering picture of Hudson Stuck as “fond of boys,” something
you are unlikely to glean from the archdeacon’s own writing. And Lloyd
revisits Frederick Cook’s misdeeds, always worth doing.
—Steven Jervis
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The Winter Army: The World War II
Odyssey of the 10th Mountain Division,
America's Elite Alpine Warriors
By Maurice Isserman
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2019, 336 pages.
ISBN 978-1-328-87143-5.
Price: $28 (hardcover and audio),
$14.99 (Kindle).
Given that this book, by Hamilton
College history professor and occasional Appalachia contributor Maurice Isserman, describes
the origin and role of the U.S. Army’s 10th
Mountain Division in World War II, its attention to straightforward military history should
be expected. But what may surprise readers is that the origin of the specialized division of soldiers who could ski and rock climb, and the lobbying that
brought it into being, did not come from the Army but from well-connected
members of the skiing community, particularly Charles Minot Dole, the
founder of the National Ski Patrol System.
This small group of concerned citizens felt inspired by the exploits of
Finnish ski troopers in the Winter War of 1939–1940, and those of Italian,
Austrian, and German alpine troops in World War I. The group of citizens
also feared the potential of German invasion through Canada, if Britain were
to be defeated. They managed to persuade a reluctant flatland army that it
might need troops who could fight in mountainous and snowy terrain.
Once the Army had such troops, it struggled to find a role for them, so
they trained and trained, and it was only near the end of the war that the
10th Mountain Division saw significant combat. But on the Belvedere ridge
in the Italian Apennines, their specialized training paid off in a rock-climbing
assault that took the German defenders by surprise and eventually opened
the entire Po Valley. Only the German surrender ended the division’s race
through northern Italy.
It is a cliché to say that NASA gave us Tang, but it is less well known that
the 10th Mountain Division gave us much of the postwar boom in outdoor
recreation. Its alumni inspired the rise in popularity of skiing, rock-climbing,
the environmental movement, and the founding of outdoor leadership
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schools. Isserman doesn’t overstate the case for the importance of the 10th
Mountain Division in creating the modern outdoor movement, but readers
may be startled by the number of familiar and important figures who appear.
This is a well-written and presented volume that skillfully fits many vivid
first-person accounts into a historical narrative. It is free of the padding and
repetition that blights some publishing nowadays due to computer drafting.
I would have liked a few more maps.
—Nat Eddy

Starvation Shore
By Laura Waterman
University of Wisconsin Press, 2019, 416 pages.
ISBN 978-0-299-32340-0.
Price $27.95 (hardcover).
Cannibalism has such an ugly ring to it.
The word brings to mind the serial killer
Jeffrey Dahmer or the character Hannibal
Lecter from The Silence of the Lambs. But
wouldn’t any of us resort to eating human
flesh to survive, if the circumstances became
dire enough?
In Laura Waterman’s first historical
novel, Starvation Shore, the reader must consider the moral line where
cannibalism might become ethically permissible. In re-creating the 1881–
1884 Lady Franklin Bay Expedition to the Arctic, when Americans set
a new “farthest north” record in the race to the North Pole, Waterman
reimagines the barren path that brought starving men so close to death
that they would eat their shipmates’ corpses. Stranded for three years
along the Arctic waters of Ellesmere Island, only seven of 25 men survived
the ordeal.
Waterman herself brings a unique viewpoint to this story. In an interview
with her on the podcast Time to Eat the Dogs, the historian Michael Robinson
of the University of Hartford suggested that Waterman may have better
understood the strain faced by polar explorers because of the physical and
psychological pressures she faced while homesteading for 30 years with her
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late husband, Guy. She had to accept his choice to end his life in frigid
temperatures on the summit of Mount Lafayette in 2000. One cannot read
Starvation Shore without wondering if Laura Waterman subconsciously
related to the explorers’ feelings of isolation and their blunt encounters with
death.
I picked up Starvation Shore because I love the nonfiction works of
the Watermans, who co-authored five books on the history of Northeast
exploration and the ethics of wilderness travel. I wanted to see what she did
with her first novel. I was also curious as to why Waterman—who is now
80 years old—had switched to fiction set in a land far from her native
Northeast.
To gain insight, I caught up with Waterman in May at a reading in
southern New Hampshire.
“I have never been to the Arctic, and I don’t have great interest in going
there,” she told a small audience gathered at the Toadstool Bookshop in
Peterborough. “But I knew to a certain degree what these men were up
against, in terms of very low temperatures and extremely strong winds. We
have the benefit with the Presidential Range of being able to stick our noses
above the treeline and pushing it as far as we want to. You can be out in
extremely debilitating weather.”
Waterman said she first learned of the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition in
2008, when she read the anthology Ice: Stories of Survival from Polar Exploration
(Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1999), which included an excerpt from the diary
of David L. Brainard, the first sergeant under expedition leader Adolphus
Greely. Brainard’s diaries happened to be in the archives of the Dartmouth
College Library, not far away from Waterman’s home in Vermont, so she
checked them out. Fascinated with stories of exploration since childhood, she
became engrossed with Brainard’s iced-over hell.
“I fell in love with these guys in a funny way,” Waterman told me after the
book talk. “I got to know them as people, as human beings. They were in an
incredibly stressful situation and they were doing their best to get out of it.”
Starvation Shore took a decade to research and write. During the process,
Waterman said she would wake up at 4:30 a.m., make coffee or tea, and read
an entry from Brainard’s diary to put herself in the right frame of mind before
writing from 6:30 to 11:30 a.m. Background research came from nonfiction
books about the expedition, notably Alden Todd’s Abandoned (University
of Alaska Press, 2001), Leonard Guttridge’s Ghosts of Cape Sabine (Putnam,
2000), and Theodore Powell’s The Long Rescue (Doubleday, 1960).
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“I had nothing to contribute to the nonfiction books,” Waterman said,
explaining why she chose the novel form. “I was interested in the emotional
minds of these 25 men, and you can’t get at that through nonfiction. I wanted
to get at the emotions.”
I would recommend this book to anyone interested in Arctic exploration,
although readers unfamiliar with the Lady Franklin Bay Expedition may find
themselves seeking additional historical context to appreciate the significance
and “epicness” of this expedition. I often found myself tripping over the
question of fact versus fiction. Did the crew really jump from one ice floe to
another? (Yes.) Did Sgt. Brainard really use his ice ax to chop apart two men
whose clothing had frozen together? (Yes.) Was Lt. Greely really unaware of
the cannibalism? (So he claimed.)
This was not the only Arctic expedition to devolve into cannibalism.
Among the more famous examples is British explorer Sir John Franklin’s
failed search for the Northwest Passage, which ended with all 129 men dead
despite the fact that they’d eaten their crewmates’ corpses.
Waterman said she hoped readers of Starvation Shore would take
inspiration from its stories of heroism, particularly that of Brainard. One
of the strongest crewmates both physically and mentally, he becomes the
primary food provider, netting shrimp in subfreezing temperatures when
others are too weak to stand. He also carries the ethical burden of fortifying
the crew’s rations with meat he cuts from corpses.
Waterman said she hoped her readers might “learn to live better from
good role models” and vice versa: “Maybe we can learn how to avoid our
mistakes from poor role models.”
When it comes to role models, one of the greatest is the indefatigable
author herself. She walks to her local library daily for a ration of emails and
the online world, although she has no intention of ever having internet or a
computer at home. She types her manuscripts on a Royal typewriter and is
already at work on two more books: a historical novel about the opera singer
Maria Callas and a memoir that picks up where her 2006 book Losing the
Garden ends. Perhaps writing Starvation Shore was a necessary personal step
before she could root deeper into her psychological cellar.
—Stephen Kurczy
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Cultivating the Wildness Within
By Walt McLaughlin
Red Dragon Press, 2016, 173 pages.
ISBN 978-1-945063-07-7.
Price: $16 (trade paperback).
In one form or another, Walt McLaughlin has been seeking wildness his whole life.
The Vermont poet, philosopher, and adventure writer has sought connection with what
Thoreau called “luxuriant nature” for most of
his professional career.
McLaughlin has hiked Maine’s 100-Mile
Wilderness, spent weeks exploring New York’s
Adirondacks, reflected on Vermont’s Long
Trail, spent a year studying astronomy, and even wrote about the connections
between civilization and the wild world by living in Paris.
But all that wild tramping, it turns out, was an expression of McLaughlin’s
attempts to come to terms with a two-week stay in the Alaskan bush in the
1990s. In Cultivating the Wildness Within, McLaughlin pulls twenty years of
wilderness experience together in one book, a collection of philosophical,
memoir-like essays exploring the history and significance of human beings’
love-hate relationship with the wilderness, as well as his own connections
to nature.
The collection of essays is divided into three sections: “Wild Encounters,”
which tells stories of McLaughlin’s travels into the woods and those of his
family, his pets, and his grandchildren; “Wildness and Being Civilized” looks
at the relationships between urban, rural, and outdoor living; and “Prospects,”
the most forward-looking of the sections, considers the future of the wild.
McLaughlin had already written about the Alaskan trip in his book
Arguing with the Wind (Wood Thrush Books, 2010). It’s what came after that
trip—the nagging, constant pull of the wilderness, the feeling that a part of
him died in Alaska—that the writer addresses in Cultivating.
McLaughlin makes no secret about his general philosophy that hiking
offers humans a sort of baptismal cleansing. In an early essay titled “Hiking
Hard” he writes, “There you will find a core truth about humanity: that for
many thousands of years, before any semblance of civilization, our kind
roamed from place to place. And it was a hungry happiness.”
154 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2020_FINAL 10.28.19_REV.indd 154

10/28/19 1:39 PM

Later, he explains why. “Only while wandering aimlessly through the
forest, while grooving on all of its sights, sounds and smells, do I feel truly at
home in the world.” McLaughlin’s accessible writing style lends the book a
breezy, hippie vibe, which makes more personal the explorations on climate
change and urban life. McLaughlin doesn’t dismiss “civilized life” out of hand.
He remains grounded in the everyday frustrations many of us feel when we’re
just trying to get outside.
In fact, I found his musings on time spent in Paris to be the most engaging
essay of the collection, describing his early morning walks through the city
of art and culture in the same way as a hike to a mountain summit. How
does McLaughlin connect the two dissimilar realities? Through personal and
general connections. In the chapter titled “Walking Paris,” he writes, “In
Alaska, I connected with the earth itself, slowly discovered through wilderness
my own nature. In Paris, I connected with humankind as a whole.”
In spots, particularly near the end of the book, McLaughlin bemoans
the construct of modern technology taking the place of natural experiences.
This feels somewhat forced. I’d have preferred a deeper exploration of the
accessibility shift—more rescues needed, higher dependence on technology
to bail folks out of trouble—but this is nitpicking in the face of the book’s
larger themes.
And to McLaughlin, what resonates most after twenty years is that the
natural world does not have to exist wholly outside of civilization. An attuned
explorer can walk quite comfortably between the two. Wildness can be found
in the backyard.
In the chapter “The Great Wild Silence,” McLaughlin admits that he
can’t express this connection. “I wish I could articulate the great wild silence,
putting into words the way it consumes me. I long to vocalize the unfiltered
reality of nature, thereby making it intelligible to empire builders, dreamers
of heavenly cities, and other utterly urban folk. But that’s not how it goes.”
That is exactly how it goes, though, in McLaughlin’s book. Cultivating
the Wildness Within perfectly illustrates one explorer’s quest to find natural
comfort in an increasingly modernized world and carves out a path for those
of us looking for a way to live life more deeply, connected to our wild selves.
—Dan Szczesny
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Zen on the Trail: Hiking as Pilgrimage
By Christopher Ives
Wisdom Publications, 2018, 177 pages.
ISBN 978-1-61429-444-3.
Price: $17.95 (paperback).
ISBN 978-1-61429-460-3.
Price: $11.99 (ebook).
Oh dear, one might think, “another
‘Zen-of ’ or ‘Zen-and.’” What is it about that
syllable that fascinates acolyte and advertiser
alike? Perhaps the title, Zen on the Trail, was
the publisher’s idea. This reviewer, ignoring
cliché, will take the title as a sincere statement
of purpose.
At only 147 pages exclusive of end matter, this is a big book. Christopher
Ives pursues several side trails in the course of promoting his essential message: Pay Attention!
The backbone of the book is a hike up the Dry River Valley in the
White Mountains of New Hampshire. Along the way, Ives gives us asides
into Buddhist thought, Japanese customs and aesthetics, Zen monks’ lives,
American transcendentalism, and ecological awareness. Partly a presentation
of his considerable credentials, part memoir, part soliloquy, part treatise, the
book is permeated by his experience living in Japan and his evident love for
the Japanese language. Each of his ten chapters begins with ideograms; the
prologue with junpai, meaning “pilgrimage.” Heading Chapter 5 is gyogi,
or “ritual practices.” Anyone curious to get better acquainted with Japanese
aesthetic terms and religious customs will be well served by Chapter 8, “Beauty
and Blazes on the Trail.” Ives explains the nuanced vocabulary of a sensibility
that has fascinated the West for 150 years, from fukinsei (“asymmetry”) to the
more familiar sabi (“patina of rust and wear”).
Ives is a veteran hiker. He prepares meticulously his well-loved equipment
and sets out alone to refresh his spirit, as many of us do. Backpacking by its
very nature is ritualistic, a more deliberate enactment of daily routines of
eating, moving, and resting. “A rhythm sets in,” he writes. “Our mouths quiet
down. . . . Challenges along the path sharpen our attention—a boulder to
scamper over, mud to step around. . . . Basically, our mind is getting emptied.”
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An empty mind in this sense is not an oblivious one. It’s a mind
encountering the “raw physicality” of the body moving thorough nature,
examining but not necessarily naming what the senses encounter. To walk, to
meditate, is to attempt to quiet the anxious soundtrack of ordinary life. This
applies even more to the smaller-scale wonders in a neighborhood, even to
looking out the back door at a weed in a crack of pavement.
A book is of course anything but an empty mind; at least one hopes so.
It is not the reality of the moon, maybe not even a finger pointing at the
moon. Perhaps it’s a picture of a finger pointing at the moon. We spend the
bulk of our time in a heavily mediated state, books included. Though it may
protest otherwise, Zen is second to no philosophy when it comes to loquacity. Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo, the classic Japanese thirteenth-century text, is
a case in point. In his classic Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind (Shambhala, 2011),
however, the teacher Suzuki said that for its practitioners, “There is no need
to understand what Zen is.” I leave the last word here to Han Shan (as translated by Burton Watson), the ninth-century Chinese poet who called himself
“Cold Mountain”:
High, high from the summit of the peak,
Whatever way I look, no limit in sight!
No one knows I am sitting here alone.
A solitary moon shines in the cold spring.
Here in the spring—this is not the moon.
The moon is where it always is—in the sky above.
And though I sing this one little song,
In the song there is no Zen.
				
—Malcolm Meldahl
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Glorious Mountain Days
By Allison W. Bell and Maida Goodwin
Bondcliff Books, 2018, 108 pages.
ISBN 978-1-931271-35-6.
Price: $24 (paperback).
Once, long ago, people wrote letters,
charming ones that dwelt on the details
of existence: a happened-upon flower, the
weather report, a feeling.
“This crumpled sheet of paper has been
over the whole range in my pocket,” Harriet
Freeman wrote at 6 a.m. on July 15, 1902, to
her secret lover, the Rev. Edward Everett Hale, a married man. “The range”
was the Presidential Range in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, and
the moment in time was a tenuous one for the land. The White Mountains
were mostly state- or industry-owned and in danger of decimation by loggers.
Freeman, a single and independently wealthy Boston resident, had organized a weeklong, guided camping trip. Her letters and those of her companion, Emma Cummings, have been curated lushly and lovingly into this book.
It’s a re-creation, with historical and modern photographs, of their trek over
Mount Washington, through Pinkham and Carter Notches, into the town
of Jackson. It also tells of what happened afterward. Freeman returned eager
to throw her abundant energies and funds into the protection of the Whites.
In this she was aided by Hale, whose letters she signed—for his eyes alone—
“Love me always my dear dear Edward.”
The ladies hiked through rivers, along poorly marked trails, and across
boulder fields. They wore shirtwaists, long skirts, and lace-up leather boots.
Cummings was 46, Freeman, 55.
Freeman and Cummings were amateur birders and botanists, and their
letters are full of detailed observations.
The layout of Glorious Mountain Days is beautiful. Scans of the yellowed
letters juxtapose with historical and nature commentary. Black-and-white
photos and present-day color ones face each other, as if bridging time. How
much about the mountains has changed. How much hasn’t.
—Elissa Ely
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Not Then, Nor Now, Nor Yet
The pond pushes a shimmery loop
of open water through broken ice and out
to midpoint where mallards, coots,
geese, swans congregate in the wind
without January’s rude shouldering for room.
Rabbit and raccoon tracks melt
into one another. Old boot prints
expand Sasquatchean. Puddles finger
half-frozen on the trail. No hawks
hunt an empty sky.
I could listen for stirrings, note
new buds, berries, hints of lime green,
whiffs of southern air, but scarfed
up to my nose, I shiver and tuck
like birds to keep warm, reach
ahead to a redwing’s trill,
the warbler wave, swans in nest cups,
turtles stretched out on hot logs.
Ann Taylor

Ann Taylor’s first poetry book, The River Within, won first prize in the Cathlamet
Poetry competition at Ravenna Press, 2011. A chapbook, Bound Each to Each, was
published by Finishing Line Press in 2013. Her most recent collection, published
by Word Tech Press in 2018, Héloïse and Abêlard: The Exquisite Truth, is based on
the famous twelfth-century story of their lives. Her collection of personal essays,
Watching Birds: Reflections on the Wing (Ragged Mountain/McGraw Hill), appeared
in 1999. She teaches at Salem State University in Salem, Massachusetts.
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A Peak Ahead

Pioneers of Unusual Sorts

O

ur next issue will look at mountain pioneers on and off
the ridges. These people have changed how most of us perceive and experience mountains, but their legacies have remained lost or one-dimensional.
In January 2018, a 94-year-old American journalist named Elizabeth
Hawley died in Kathmandu, Nepal. Since 1960, she had chronicled
Himalayan mountain climbers and had maintained the Himalayan Database.
She was “regarded as the undisputed authority on mountaineering in Nepal,”
according to the American Alpine Club, to which Hawley donated her
papers. Climber Mara Larson worked for Hawley in Hawley’s later years and
will share memories of the dedicated, low-key reporter. Working alongside
Larson, I will present a portrait of Hawley designed to expand her legacy
beyond the climbing community.
Back in 1951, when packs were made of canvas and people thought only
soldiers trudged long distances, three men walked the entire Appalachian
Trail (then 2,050 miles long) in single trips. A fourth covered 1,700 miles of
the trail the same season. At the time, these were zany feats. In our next issue,
historian Mills Kelly pieces together the story of the AT’s little-known “class
of 1951.” The public didn’t know what the AT was; trail crews had declared
it complete only fourteen years earlier. Although the four in the class of
1951 weren’t the first to thru-hike, they pioneered the phenomenon of trail
thru-hiking. The experience combines long distances, solitude, and grueling
physical effort with a strong social network.
In other stories we’re working on: In California, Dianne Fallon hikes the
John Muir Trail at age 57 and notices hikers and outfitters worry about her—
maybe too much. In New Hampshire, Susan Schibanoff traces the connections
between the newspaper explosion of the mid-1800s and the development of
the Crawford Path in the White Mountains. Also in the White Mountains, a
man relives the death of his friend on Mount Madison. We follow a biologist’s
work with older common loons in Maine, and Bill Geller returns with history
in Maine’s backcountry.
—Christine Woodside
chris@chriswoodside.com
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